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When the American suffrage leader Carrie Chapman Catt (1859–1947) visited 
China in 1912 on her world tour in hopes of inspiring Chinese women, she was 
astounded by the advanced state of the local suffrage movement, observing 
particularly how the new political leaders of the Chinese Republic had “practically 
accomplished [the eradication of footbinding] and the compressed feet have gone 
with the queues” (Van Voris 1987: 98). Throughout her sojourn in China, Catt took 
great interest in the bound feet of the women she met and conversed with, clearly 
associating the ‘compressed feet’ with the status of women as she excitedly 
observed how the obliteration of the practice of footbinding and the public 
presence of women in China were clearly linked with each other.  
 
While to Catt it might have seemed that these changes had taken place rather 
unexpectedly, the practice of footbinding was still enduring outside the urban 
cosmopolitan centers of China. However, a growing number of Chinese women of 
the early twentieth century were certainly more visible in the public and political 
sphere than before, and were proudly displaying their natural feet as an extension 
to their new modern identity. Womanhood itself was in a state of reconstruction, 
and in this ambivalent milieu a space was created for the national discourse that 
fixated on the female body, particularly on the bound-foot body of the traditional 
woman, who emerged as the antithesis of the multifaceted modern woman. 
 
This thesis focuses mainly on the dynamics of the Sino-Western political, social 
and cultural discourses that contested the traditional Chinese womanhood and 
initiated the configuration of modern Chinese femininities via deconstructing the 
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legitimacy of the corporeal custom of footbinding during the latter half of the 
nineteenth and the early twentieth century. However, in order to provide the 
reader with adequate information on the centrality of footbinding to these 
developments, a comprehensive introduction to the custom and its history is 
provided at the beginning.  The latter part of this study concentrates on a pivotal 
time period of footbinding’s demise, beginning after the 1860s when the European 
and American missionaries became increasingly influential in China, and 
expanding to the first decades of the twentieth century, when anti-footbinding 
campaigns were integrated to the larger politico-social movements and the overall 
nationalist project of the twentieth-century China. 
 
Predominantly popular historical contexts for the studies on Chinese womanhood 
have been the eras that preceded and followed the proclamation of the Republic of 
China in 1912 and the People’s Republic of China in 1949, both of which have been 
extensively analyzed and have provided information on how the official history of 
Chinese women’s liberation has been consciously constructed as one of continual 
progress and victory. Most importantly, these studies have revealed to what 
extend the traditional Chinese woman was utilized as a generic trope by the early 
turn-of-the-twentieth-century reformers and revolutionaries, who consciously 
construed an image of  passive, backward, and subdued femininity.1 
 
                                                             
1 Chinese reformers and revolutionaries emerged as the leading force of the self-strengthening 
movement that picked up pace after the unequal Treaty of Shimonoseki signed with Japan in 1895. 
The reformists of the new generation were classically educated members of the elite families who 
advocated extensive reforms and were even prepared for radical social changes in order to build a 
stronger China. Driven by a budding sense of nationalism, these men were joined by a group of 
Chinese overseas students and other professional revolutionaries who were largely active around 
1890–1908 (Rowe 2009: 253–273). 
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Scholars, such as Dorothy Ko, Susan Mann, Joan Judge, Patricia Buckley Ebrey, 
Angela Zito, and Wang Zheng, just to name a few, have during the last few decades 
assumed the task of unearthing the historical agency of Chinese women greatly 
empowering and bringing new insight to the lives of women, and helping to 
deconstruct the static image of imperial womanhood that was intentionally 
disseminated as an integral part of a powerful nationalist rhetoric. The belittling 
of women’s active and continuing participation in the creation of their subjective 
femininities and in the re-definition of feminine values created the illusion of 
patriarchal dominancy and marginalized women to the sidelines of history. 
Although women’s agency in perpetuating and eradicating footbinding is 
unquestionable, I have chosen to essentially focus on the construction of 
representations of Chinese women from the perspective of the observer, since it is 
the motives of the ‘judging gaze’ that my interests lie in.  
 
Hence, the middle part of this thesis examines the discourse on bound/unbound 
femininities initiated by Chinese reformers and revolutionaries, while the latter 
part concentrates on analyzing the transnational discourse conducted by the 
Europeans and Americans who were actively involved in the reconfiguring of the 
bound/unbound womanhood during the age of the European colonial expansion.2 
This study attempts, furthermore, to elucidate how these discourses both 
portrayed and transformed the ideas of Chinese femininity and its bodily 
                                                             
2 By Europeans and Americans I refer to a vast group of international actors either residing in 
China for longer periods or visitors of shorter time periods.  These included men and women 
missionaries, merchants, physicians, and diplomats accompanied by their wives, as well as 
globetrotters and globetrotteresses, photographers, and other miscellaneous sojourners who 




representations. I wish to argue that the deconstruction of the traditional 
womanhood and the subsequent construction of the modern feminine identities 
were inseparable from the gradual demise of footbinding’s social and cultural 
prestige instigated by these negotiations that ultimately contributed to the 
eradication of the custom. Thus, it is not the intention of this study to merely 
present a linear history of footbinding, but to provide an analysis of the 
developments and the dynamics of the Chinese femininities closely linked to the 
erasure of the bodily practice of binding that were specifically utilized for the 
building of a modern Chinese nation. 
 
As a bodily modification and a cultural custom, footbinding was a meaningful 
practice in the context of the society where it was perpetuated. The social 
constructionist approach to the body advocates that the body, although being a 
biological organism, is also shaped by the culture and society around it. Values, 
such as what is considered beautiful, seem natural and become established 
through the cultural meanings given to them (DeMello 2014: 5). Similarly, by the 
fifteenth century, bound feet had been constructed as a part of the traditional 
Chinese feminine identity and established as an aesthetical beauty standard that 
was experienced as a natural and desirable corporeal state among the Han 
ethnical majority of Chinese. In the Euro-American cultural sphere, on the other 
hand, bound feet were perceived as ‘unnatural’ after the initial admiration toward 
the ‘Orient’ had significantly started to decline during the eighteenth century.3 
                                                             
3 Edward Said conceptualized in his influential book Orientalism, first published in 1978, that the 
term ‘Orient’ was a Western construction of the inferior cultures of the countries under 
colonization. Defined intentionally through opposites and stereotypes, the ‘Oriental’ cultures were 
deemed as the ‘Other’ of the West, which was consequently superior and thus legitimized to 
control and conquer the natives. (Said 1995). 
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At the end of the nineteenth century, however, the attitudes of the elite Chinese 
reformists toward the practice of binding had drastically changed and its overall 
cultural hegemony had started to diminish. The goal of this study is to explore the 
factors that instigated this change and the new consciousness that emerged within 
the intellectual circles. Thus, the question that deserves the most attention is why 
footbinding, that had been for centuries an emblem of Han ethnicity, femininity, 
and a widely acknowledged standard of beauty among the elite literati families, 
suddenly lost its value and became the symbol of China’s national backwardness 
in the eyes of the Westerners and the Chinese intellectuals and reformists? Why 
footbinding, which was privately practiced by the women, became a publicly 
negotiated issue? Why did the new modern woman become the opposite of the 
bound-foot woman and why did she represent the past?  
 
Furthermore, within the scope of this study, I would like to elucidate how the 
Chinese reformists and the foreign colonial forces, that helped to shape the shifts 
in turn-of-the-twentieth-century China, participated in the deconstruction and 
reconstruction of the Chinese femininity that ultimately led to the abolition of 
footbinding. Both of these parties contributed in the negotiations of the 
boundaries between traditional and modern womanhood with varying motives 
and expectancies, with the generic ‘woman’ and her corporeality acting as a 
common ground for contestation. Hence, the interest of this study is in why the 
female body particularly functioned as the site of political and social contestations, 
and embodied the fantasies of the modern future while it was clearly used as the 




As source material, an extensive body of historical analysis is used that has been 
conducted on footbinding and womanhood in China especially during the last 
thirty years. For the Chinese half of the discourse on femininity and its bodily 
representations, the thesis relies on contemporary body studies and especially 
post-structuralist works that analyze the body in its cultural context as objects in 
constant fluidity and state of modification, transforming through historically 
specific and flexible discourses. For the analysis of the Western part of these 
discourses, I turn to the theories of colonial construction of the Other as a medium 
to assert authority over those being colonized and how the nineteenth century 
imperialist endeavors were particularly linked to the female body which served as 
the boundary marker of European contact with the foreign cultures. Memoirs and 
travelogues of the European and American missionaries and other humanitarian 
activists have proved a vital source of information in this respect.  
 
The writing of this study began to take shape in various forms a long time ago, 
inspired by a fairly casual curiosity towards the custom of footbinding that I had 
developed already in my teens. A certain well-worn book, Splendid Slippers: A 
Thousand Years of an Erotic Tradition authored by Beverley Jackson, tucked safely 
away with its bindings nearly giving up to the weight of the pages, was my first 
introduction to the colorful world of footbinding. This book sparked a permanent 
interest toward the uniqueness of feminine corporeality in China and has finally 






2. What Is Footbinding? 
Footbinding generally refers to the corporeal custom of body modification in 
which the size of the feet is altered by binding either permanently or temporarily, 
the former suggesting that the modification is indeed irreversible while in the 
latter style of binding no long-lasting physical alteration follows. Traditionally 
practiced by China’s ethnical majority of Han women, footbinding has been 
conventionally estimated of having been in existence as a socially and culturally 
established custom for a millennium, although identifying the exact moment and 
the place of origin has proved to be the most enduring scholarly endeavor – both 
in China and in other countries.  
 
Chinese scholars have already since the thirteenth century tried to locate the 
origin of the custom by scouring the classics, dynastic histories and poetic 
references of footwear for any defining evidence, but the plenitude of estimations 
speaks for itself. Speculations among Chinese and Euro-American scholars range 
from as early as the Shang dynasty (1600 BCE–1045 BCE), the Han dynasty (206 
BCE–220), and all the way through to the end of the Tang dynasty (618–907), the 
Five Dynasties period (907–960), and the Song dynasty (960–1279). The search 
has indeed been a challenging one due to the sheer amount of written word on the 
subject, most of it mythical and informal, revealing more of the desires and 
conceptions associated with the practice than of the historically verifiable.  
 
Feet and their modification emerged as a topic of casual jottings and quickly 
developed into a bona fide debate among the male elite literati. The earliest 
existing written reference to footbinding in China dates back to the twelfth 
8 
 
century and is written by the Song scholar Zhang Bangji (fl. twelfth century), who 
stated in a book published in the 1140s that “women’s footbinding [chanzu] began 
in the recent times; it was not mentioned in any books from previous eras”4 (Ko 
2007: 111). It is plausible that Zhang Bangji actually lived quite close to the advent 
of footbinding, although the custom that he described was quite different from 
what we nowadays understand by it. Nonetheless, it is clear that for such a 
cultural discourse to emerge the custom of footbinding must have become an 
important and noticeable phenomenon by that time. Furthermore, the first 
recorded antipathies towards the custom were voiced already in the following 
century. 
 
Dorothy Ko, the leading authority in scholarly history of footbinding, has through 
careful study of various sources estimated that the possible origins of footbinding 
can be at the moment dated to the tenth century, between the last years of the 
Tang dynasty and the Five Dynasties period (Ko 2007: 138). She has furthermore 
suggested that footbinding most likely emerged initially among the court 
entertainers and professional dancers, after which it was emulated by women of 
the upper echelons, and much later by those of lower social status (Ko 2001: 35–
45).  
 
Bound feet is the commonly used term in reference to the permanent style of 
binding that was the most extreme style of altering the physical appearance of the 
feet by shortening the length of the feet and forcing the metatarsal bones 
downward so that a distinctive bulge was created on the insole (see figure 1). The 
                                                             
4Chanzu is the Chinese term for bound feet without any euphemisms attached to it. Here, Zhang 
refers to the compressing of the toes or the loose binding method discussed later (Ko 2007: 111). 
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reshaping, contrary to persistent beliefs, did not require bones to be broken. 
Instead, the shape is produced by bending and stretching the ligaments and 
tendons (Ko 2001: 60). In Chinese the term for the foot that is thus bound, most 
often including the shoe, is san cun jin lian (三寸金蓮), which is generally 
translated into English as the ‘three inch golden lotus’, although such terms as  
‘lotus shoes’, ‘golden lotus shoes’, ‘gilded lilies’ or ‘lily feet’ are popularly used in 
reference to the bound feet as well. 
 
 
FIGURE 1. Comparing bound (I) and normal foot (II), source: The History of a Curious 
Erotic Custom (Levy 1966: 29). 
 
The flowery euphemisms were traditionally attached to the descriptions of the 
bound feet to define the most prominent qualities of the ideal shoes and the feet: a 
perfect pair of lotus shoes was shaped like a budding lotus flower with fully round 
heel curving toward a pointy toe tip. The lotus flower carried rich symbolic 
meaning within the Chinese culture, and in connection with the custom of binding, 
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it had been traditionally associated with feminine beauty and the vast lyrical 
tradition surrounding feminine aesthetics. As an aquatic perennial that emerges 
from murky waters perfectly pure, the lotus has been conventionally associated 
with purity, humility, tranquility, and beauty, which have also been traditionally 
regarded as feminine attributes in China.5   
 
2.1. The Different Styles of Footbinding 
What is commonly perceived as the custom of footbinding and the universal image 
of the lotus shoes especially, is based on the nineteenth century and early 
twentieth century sources that were created for a specific reason, namely, for the 
use of missionary literature and proselytizing, campaigns of the anti-footbinding 
societies and the propaganda of various reformist movements in China (see figure 
2). Yet, the characteristics that are frequently attached to the lotus shoes – the 
bulging metatarsus, the excessively dainty and lavishly embroidered shoe, the 
downward pointy narrow tip – are all style traits that in fact developed in the 
course of the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), approximately between the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries (Ko 2007:193–94). 
 
Prior to the invention of the new style of shoe and the exceedingly arduous regime 
of binding, the traditional style of footwear, that had required only loose 
compressing of the toes to form a pointy shape or to lift the toes arching upwards, 
                                                             
5 The golden lotus was actually a title given as a sign of the highest ranking in a classification 
system that granted the most favored position to bound feet that were perfectly shaped and three 
or less inches in length (Jackson 1997: 24–27). The measurement used is actually a Chinese 
traditional unit cun 寸 (3.33 cm), which is often inaccurately assumed as a Western inch (2.54 cm), 
contributing to the fact that the bound feet have occupied a permanent place in the Western 




continued to be fashionable probably until the middle of the Ming dynasty.6 The 
female body that inhabited these shoes had a corporeality that was very different 
from the woman wearing the three cun golden lotus shoes. The compressing was 
meant to merely manipulate the width and in some cases also the length of the 
footwear by disguising the digits within the prominently upturned toe tip. 
However, this type of binding or footwear did not prevent walking as was mostly 
the case with the new style binding among the elite. Hence, the early mode of 
binding cannot be attributed for reinforcing the alleged seclusion and subjugation 
of Chinese women, which became one of the most utilized rhetorical mediums of 
the nineteenth and twentieth century Chinese reformists, nationalists and 
Western imperialists. Furthermore, this style of footwear has clearly been worn by 
men and women alike, further affirming the absence of gender specific footwear 
until the advent of the lotus shoes (Ko 2007: 127).  
 
The style of binding changed as a result of internal factors within the Chinese 
culture which are unfortunately unknown to us. The rise of this new style was 
facilitated by the invention of the elevating wooden high heel that was attached to 
the traditional shoe models and created an allusion of smaller feet. The Ming 
dynasty scholar Liu Tingji (b. 1653) observed with apparent appreciation that in 
the new style “The heel area of the shoe is elevated by a small cylindrical piece of 
                                                             
6 Tomb excavations have revealed interesting data on the styles of shoes women of the Chinese 
elite were typically wearing from the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries. Most prominent styles of 
footwear before the emergence of the petite style were flat-soled and ranged from 13–22 cm in 
length in comparison with the new high-heeled style with average length of 10–13 cm.  The shape 
of the shoe was typically narrow with extremely tapered and pointy tip or alternatively it had a 
high-stem with dramatically upward turning toes resembling the sickle moon, also known as 
phoenix head shoes (fengtou) or with a cloud-like upturned toe tip (yuntou). (See Ko 2001 and Ko 




carved wood called high-heel [gaodi]. The tip of the toes thus touches the ground at 
an angle, appearing all the more arched and tiny [gongxiao]”(quoted in Ko 2007: 
191–92). According to Ko, this single invention gave rise to the cult of golden 
lotus, a pronounced adulation of the feminine smallness of the feet that, above all, 
changed the physical conception of the female corporeality by introducing the 


















FIGURE 2. The present-day image of the lotus shoes for bound feet as they are generally displayed 
at exhibitions or museums. Approximately from the end of the nineteenth or early twentieth 
century. Source: Snowshill Wade Costume Collection.  
 
2.2. A Multilayered Custom  
Particularly among the upper elite the procedure of binding commenced when a 
girl was between the ages of five and eight. Elite women received literary 
education specifically as a preparation for their future familial role as a wife and a 
mother. As wives and mothers, women were expected to serve as companions to 
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the husband and to act as the primary educators of the children.7 An educated 
daughter was an asset to an elite family seeking to form lucrative relationships of 
power with other families of similar social status. Without bound feet, a daughter 
of the gentry family could not in most cases even hope to marry as the petite feet 
were indeed understood as the symbol of the genteel beauty, morality, and 
femininity.  
 
In rural areas of China, girls’ feet were only temporarily bound for a specific life 
event like weddings, although in the nineteenth century it became more common 
to exercise the rigorous binding method on girls from lower social classes in hopes 
of securing a marriage of higher stature. As footbinding belonged strictly to the 
feminine world of bodily customs, it was initiated within the women’s quarters of 
the household and often transmitted as oral tradition between mothers and 
daughters or other female relatives with associated rituals and preparations done 
by the mother of the child.  
 
In the extreme form of binding the four smaller digits were turned under the sole 
of the foot and secured with a long cotton binder wrapped multiple times around 
the sole, instep and the ankle in a figure eight motion, leaving the big toe pointing 
towards the front. To achieve the desired length, the three cun or even less, the 
arch of the foot was brought closer to the heel by gradually tightening the bindings 
and using smaller slippers and training shoes for a period of two to three years. 
                                                             
7 Elite women were very careful in maintaining the identity of being cultivated in the inner 
chambers and carrying the legacy of her family learning (jiaxue). Ma Yuxin has succinctly noted 
that although elite women’s literary education had an equalizing effect within the elite class, 
women’s education was nonetheless meant to benefit the family, while men were free to pursue an 
official career independently (Ma 2010: 29). 
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The skin under the bindings was expected to decay and harden, so that it 
eventually could be removed during regular intervals of unbinding, washing, and 
applying new bindings. Girls were expected to walk immediately and to train 
shifting their body weight to the heels in order to adapt to this newly acquired 
embodied reality.8 
 
This description above on the methods of binding is a generic account of how the 
practice would have been conducted as far as we are able to verify from written 
testimonials and interviews of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. What is 
often ignored is the fact that footbinding, like any other social custom, was not a 
monolithic or universal practice that applied to all Chinese women at all times in 
the same manner. First of all, there were the regional differences between the 
urban coastal cities and the rural areas of China, which became gradually more 
pronounced after the custom gained a wider popularity during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries.  
 
Secondly, the method of binding, or indeed, the lack of binding, was largely an 
indicator of the class distinction within the Chinese society.  Majority of the 
women who either loosely compressed or rigorously bound their feet during the 
estimated one thousand years of footbinding’s existence were members of the 
elite literati families. A Qing dynasty historian Zhao Yi (1727–1814) was not the 
                                                             
8 Often the mother would bind her daughter’s feet or a skilled lady could even be summoned to 
perform the inaugural binding which included softening the skin of the feet by soaking, followed by 
the applying of an astringent, such as alum, between the toes before the bindings would be 
wrapped (Ko 2001: 54–58). Families had their own binding methods and recipes for mixtures to 




first to notice that, although by his time binding feet had already established its 
prestige as a normative bodily practice across the empire, there were very clear 
variations in binding. According to him, for example, within the walls of urban 
Suzhou women had bound feet while outside of the walls women had natural feet 
(Ko 2007: 131). What might seem as abrupt differences can be mostly explained 
by economic possibilities and practicality: elite women were able to practice the 
more rigorous style of binding because of the privileges brought by the wealth of 
the family as they were not required to do physical labor as rural women were.9  
 
Lastly, bound feet were regarded as a marker of the ethnical boundaries generally 
between the Han Chinese and the peoples deemed ‘barbaric’, including the 
Manchus10, who invaded Ming China and established the last dynasty, the Qing, in 
1644. To consolidate their rule, the new rulers of China prohibited the Han 
Chinese from wearing their typical attire, including wide collars and sleeves, and 
ordered the men to wear a queue and the women to stop binding, all of which they 
considered to denote Ming loyalism (Ko 1997: 16). These edicts suggest that the 
Manchus did indeed regard footbinding as a culturally specific practice of the Han 
women and that it obviously was a meaningful bodily regime that had political 
connotations. 
                                                             
9 Yet, this does not mean to imply that these women simply sat inside engaged in ‘frivolous poetry 
writing and binding feet’, as it was commonly described in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century Chinese reformist and nationalist rhetoric. On the contrary, the Confucian tradition clearly 
extolled virtuous women who above all worked diligently. Dorothy Ko and Susan Mann have 
thoroughly established the meaning and the importance of work in upper-class literati women’s 
lives, revoking the image created by the reformers who undermined the social and historical 
importance of women (Ko 1994, Mann 1997). 
10
 The Manchus were an ethnically distinct minority group from what is nowadays regarded as the 
northeastern China (Rowe 2009: 13–14). They invaded the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) that was 
ruled by the ethnic Han Chinese, and established the Qing rule (1644–1911).  
16 
 
The Manchus were, however, fighting a losing battle against a custom that 
stubbornly maintained its prestige among the Han populace. The Kangxi emperor 
(r. 1662–1722) and the Qianlong emperor (r. 1736–1795) both attempted to 
prohibit the custom but were unsuccessful. In 1664 the Kangxi emperor issued an 
edict that was supposed to ban the binding of the feet of the girls that were born 
after his ascension to power. This approach failed to produce any effect on the 
popularity of binding and eventually the Ministry of Rites pleaded for the 
withdrawal of the ban. From the viewpoint of the Han subjects, the Han elite 
women had succeeded in resisting the subjugation of the Manchu rulers (Ko 1997: 
22). 
 
It is rather impossible to deduce how the various Manchu prohibitions actually 
influenced Han elite women and the practice of binding during the consolidating 
years of the Qing dynasty. However, we do know that by the nineteenth century 
footbinding had become a highly valorized bodily regime even among the lower 
social strata, and that the Manchu women had taken to wearing platform shoes, 
which sought to emulate the appearance of the lotus shoes with a distinctive 
elevating heel attached to the middle of the shoe sole. Such invention even 









3. Bound Femininities  
To understand the appeal of the golden lotuses and the endurance of the practice 
of binding the feet, we must turn to the raison d’être of footbinding, and explore 
the potential reasons behind the aesthetical appreciations that led to the initial 
loose compressing and finally to binding the feet in rigorous fashion. Analyzing 
footbinding with such length and intensity is paramount in establishing the 
historical tradition and the value of footbinding for the construction of femininity 
in China as the foundation of this study. 
 
The golden lotuses symbolized the essence of the Chinese civility and cultural 
knowledge (wen) only when they were properly concealed within the layers of 
binding that gave the foot its form and the shoe that ultimately symbolized the 
most valued feminine achievements, self-cultivation and womanly work (Ko 1997, 
Ko 2001: 97–104). The practice can be considered as a mode of cultural and social 
communication in which the female body acts as the medium while the complying 
with the tradition simultaneously represents a belonging to a specific sphere of 
culture and the internalization of the most appreciated feminine values of the 
society. To succeed in the process of binding, that is, transforming the body to an 
emblem of the cultural heritage, recognized as the most civilized, was considered 
to be a gratifying achievement to the female member of the Chinese elite, and a 
visual symbol of her personal efforts.  
 
I agree with Dorothy Ko that footbinding initiated from the aesthetical 
appreciation towards petite and dainty feet, which was already recognized in 
ancient China as an appealing feminine standard of beauty along with other 
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traditionally valorized bodily characteristics, such as a becoming face or a slender 
body (Ko 2001: 25–35). Popularized by the prose and drama of the Song dynasty 
(960–1279) and the successive Yuan dynasty (1279– 1368), a long literary 
tradition extolling the accoutrements of women had existed in China, eulogizing 
the beauty, femininity and value of women by alluding to the body via clothing (Ko 
2007: 193).  
 
In fact, footbinding’s enduring cultural and social prestige was primarily 
constructed through the written word; the poetical allusions and the flowery 
lyricism functioned as a layer of concealment that focused the observer’s attention 
to the images it conjured in the collective mind of the Chinese. Emphasizing the 
naked body was considered rather vulgar and unnecessary since the social and 
cultural body was conventionally understood as a dressed body, constructed 
through culturally specific markers such as gender, ethnicity, and class.  
 
From the fusion of fantasy, legends, and poems emerged the allure of the small 
feet, which was originally an aesthetical criteria and a beauty ideal appreciated 
and perpetuated by the upper elite, and especially the scholarly tradition, until the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when footbinding became a common marker 
of Han femininity even among the commoners.  
 
In the golden age of Chinese poetry, the Tang dynasty (618–907) poets took the 
liberty of examining the female body and especially the feet and footwear more 
intensively than before. This genre consisted of highly sensuous and detailed 
descriptions of the female body and attire in sumptuous surroundings and courtly 
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scenes filled with images of lavishness and beauties, often referred to as the verses 
of the Fragrant Toilette. Han Wo (844–ca. 923), a scholar poet of the late Tang 
dynasty and one of the most famous upholders of this boudoir genre invokes in his 
Ode to the Slippers a carefully detailed scene with these lines: 
 
 Glowing, glowing, six inches of succulent flesh; 
 Embroidered slipper in white silk, lined in red. 
 Not much of a romantic, the southern dynasty emperor,  
 Yet he prefers the golden lotus to green leaves. 
(From Ko 2001: 31) 
 
Already present in this poem are the characteristic ways of defining the later more 
extreme style of the three cun golden lotus shoes and its aesthetical idealization 
that would become very prominent during the custom’s peak in Ming (1368–
1644) and Qing (1644–1911) dynasties. The first two lines create a contrast 
between the inviting skin and the exquisite slipper and the second pair of lines 
gives the reader the context of the poem. It is the contrast between the bare and 
the hidden, the illustriousness of the skin and the layers of cloth and embroidery, 
which would later on, along with the fascination of measuring and classifying the 
golden lotus, become part of the aesthetical world of footbinding. The lines of the 
Ode to the Slippers echo the mythical tales of footbinding’s origins: the courtly 
splendors of the southern dynasty emperor and the dancing beauty with the lotus 
in its multilayered symbolism are the tales still being recycled in present-day 




The omnipresent tale of the Southern Tang dynasty ruler Li Yu (937–978) and his 
beloved court dancer consort Yaoniang is probably the most quoted one. 
According to the legend, he had a lotus platform built for her, on top of which 
Yaoniang danced with her feet wrapped in silk, slender and small, with upward 
curving toes. Presumably other court ladies followed this trend in a pursuit to win 
the emperor’s favor and so the custom was born. The tale of the Duke of Donghun 
(r. 499–501), which is close to identical to the tale of Li Yu and Yaoniang, situates 
the same imagery to the much earlier Southern Qi dynasty (479–502). Here again 
the ruler had placed golden lotuses on the floor and enjoyed watching his consort 
Pan stepping on the flowers, presumably exclaiming: ‘every step a lotus’ (Ko 2007: 
112–115).  
 
The literary tradition thus emphasized the strong association of footbinding with 
male fantasies of the court life, enchantresses, and sensuous pleasures. It is, 
furthermore, evident that this tradition also identified a general preference for the 
aesthetical judgment of beauty, the existence of a ‘society’s eye’, that had 
determined the general criteria between beauty and plainness of the female body. 
The aesthetics of dainty feet were an integral part of the fluctuating fashion 
standards of its times, but as a mere fashion trend it would have quickly been 
consumed and modified. Hence, much fundamental values were at the core of this 
idealized beauty construct that prevailed period after period. As dainty feet 
became gradually popular and highly valued as the emblem femininity, women 
began to emulate the trend that developed into an acclaimed cultural institution 
during the fifteenth century. The driving force behind the trend at its inception 
was not the patriarchal insistency to restrict the women to immobility, but its 
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poetical connotations and the aesthetical pleasures it offered to the observer and 
the observed. 
 
Later on when the golden lotus shoes had already established their eminence, the 
power of the culturally constructed image was utilized to extreme extends. As a 
matter of fact, the high heel effectively betrayed the eye of the beholder and 
flattered the gaze by hiding the actual length and mass of the unadorned foot, a 
brilliant leger de main achieved with the help of the tight bindings and other layers 
of disguise worn on top of the shoe.  In fact, the heels of the feet were sometimes 
even hanging outside of the shoe, bound and disguised inside of cloth extensions 
stitched to the heel portion of the shoe, or hidden from sight inside leggings and 
clothes. All manner of heel lifters and concealment tactics were employed to trick 
the viewer to assume that the shoe was indeed worthy of the title of three cun 
golden lotus, much in the similar way that Beijing opera actors today make use of 
special stilt-like shoes (caiqiao) which support the feet to stay en pointe and give 
the allusion of bound feet.  
 
 
3.1. Han Identity and Footbinding 
The people of the Middle Kingdom, as the Chinese had traditionally referred to 
themselves, distinguished their level of civilization from the surrounding nomad 
peoples by highlighting the achievements of the Chinese culture, such as the 
written script or the properly clothed body, which Dorothy Ko describes as “the 
quintessential expression of civility, culture, and humanity” in China (Ko 1997: 
12). Undoubtedly, such deductions were achieved by juxtaposing the superiority 
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of the Chinese culture as a whole to the alleged ‘inferiority’ of the neighboring 
tribes, who were classed as ‘barbaric’ due to the lack of proper adornment.  
 
Although unable to obtain an official recognition as regulatory Ming dynasty 
(1368–1644) attire, the lotus shoes had nevertheless acquired a pivotal place in 
the Chinese gentry woman’s wardrobe by the time footbinding surfaced as a topic 
of public evaluation and the center of political debate that was triggered by the 
atmosphere of the impending Manchu conquest in 1644 (Ko 1997: 13–14). 
Patriotic male and female Ming loyalists, anxious over the survival of the Han 
cultural heritage, saw footbinding as the expression of their identity and ethnicity. 
 
Footbinding had achieved highly powerful cultural prestige, which ultimately 
emanated from the Confucian moral significance of proper dress. The civilized Han 
gentlewoman was distinguished from the lower social categories and the non-Han 
peoples by her appropriate Confucian ritual conduct and feminine virtues, along 
with the most visually detectable marker, her garments. Within the Confucian 
worldview proper clothing was considered to be essential for the social order 
because it was indeed supposed to maintain the segregation not just between men 
and women but also between people of different social classes. The correctly 
clothed body was an indicator of one’s civility and humanity while the incorrect 
use of garments or inadequately covered body signaled a body outside of Chinese 
cultural sphere of civility (wen) (Ko 1997:12).  
 
The late Ming elite indeed regarded footbinding as something more than just a 
part of the womanly attire. The admiration of bound feet as an expression of the 
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level of Chinese civilization had even rendered the custom to be regarded as a 
method applied in the Chinese enlightenment projects in peripheral areas. 
Subduing barbarians beyond the empire’s boarders received an interesting 
suggestion allegedly proposed by Qu Jiusi, a Ming dynasty expert of military and 
boarder affairs. Retold by Shen Defu (1578–1642), Qu had suggested the following 
strategy to weaken and subdue the barbarians: 
 
“…to entice them to civilize their customs by having their women follow 
the Chinese method: have them all tie up and bind their feet into an 
arch shape. Their men would thus be indulgent; their spirit would 
diminish and they would become lax in striking and lancing.” (Quoted 
in Ko 1997: 11). 
 
Particularly Chinese gentry men were active in construing the image of the bound-
footed gentry women as the demarcation line between the civilized Chinese world 
and the uncivilized peoples. For these men, bound feet and lotus shoes 
represented the highest possible female accomplishment associated with the 
overall achievements of the society and the individual efforts of the woman 
binding her feet. Towards  the end of the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), at the very 
zenith of the cult of the golden lotus, footbinding and the shoes had acquired an 
aura of such magnitude of mystery and taboo that bearing or unbinding the feet 
were considered extremely lewd 11, even in literary descriptions, no doubt partly 
due to the physical effects of the new strenuous binding style. During the sixteenth 
                                                             
11 Footbinding and the lotus shoes had by this time acquired deep connotations of eroticism (Wang 
2002: 55–78). This topic, although a very important one, is unfortunately beyond the scope of this 
study. For further information see Wang 2002 and Levy 1966.  
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century, the rigorous form of binding marked by the significantly arched feet 
became the predominant style among elite women. Along with the new stylistic 
developments, footbinding’s prestige increased rapidly and it acquired novel 
signifiers: the natural or unbound feet implied what was outside of the Chinese 
sphere of civility, namely, the uncivilized and non-Han bodies. 
 
3.2. Bound Feet and the Construction of Femininity 
The human body is universally understood as the site where gender is culturally 
constructed through norms and ideals that ultimately shape the body and inscribe 
it with gender-specific markers (DeMello 2014: 117–120). Becoming female is a 
process that includes adaptation of gendered values and gendered experiences 
from the surrounding culture, often culminating to physical transformation that 
denotes ones transformation from a girl to a woman (DeMello 2014: 123). In the 
constant process of binding, young girls were gradually acculturated to the role of 
sexually mature women and their corporeality experienced a profound change 
that simultaneously strengthened their feminine identity and distinguished them 
from men and other social groups. 
 
Indeed, Dorothy Ko has described footbinding as an effective form of socialization 
that accentuated the agency of women in their subjective construction of feminine 
identity as the binding was exclusively a female effort and highlighted the 
segregation of the sexes on a corporeal level by imprinting the difference on the 
bodies of young girls (Ko 1994: 149). The rise of footbinding as an important 
marker of femininity and elite status during the course of the Ming dynasty 
(1368–1644) did in fact re-enforce the spatial segregation within the inner/outer 
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and male/female binaries, but it would be limiting to deduce that women were 
compelled to bind their feet in order to remain subdued and chaste (Ko 1994: 
147–148). Ko has effectively pointed out how gentry women took pride in binding 
and achieving a pair of well-shaped small feet as a sign of their gentility, 
determination, and skills in embroidering the shoes (Ko 1994: 171).  Rather than 
being a symbol of oppression, the gentry women viewed bound feet as an 
achievement of their own agency and an enhancement to their outer appearance.  
 
Other scholars, such as Wang Ping, are inclined to understand the rise and spread 
of footbinding in connection with the emergence of the cult of the exemplary 
woman12 as parallel symptoms of the threat that was posed by foreign invasion, 
social and economic changes, and the erosion of gender, hierarchy, and race 
boundaries in late imperial China (Wang 2002: 56).13 The need to control this 
potential chaos would have led to the rise in oppression of women and 
footbinding would have emerged as a means to seclude women to the inner 
chambers and to safeguard their chastity.   
                                                             
12 Of feminine virtues chastity was probably the most revered one and its prestigious value as one 
of the defining virtues of womanly conduct dates back to the Record of Rites. The reverence of 
chastity evolved into an influential cult during the Ming and Qing dynasties, as faithful wives 
became the locus of veneration and the epitome of exemplars who upheld the values necessary for 
the maintaining of the proper Confucian social order (Judge 2008: 33–59). Chaste widows were 
enthusiastically honored and promoted in government-led chastity campaigns where local 
community leaders could submit the name of the candidate along with a short biography to the 
county magistrate to be considered for imperial honors. Her case would then be carefully studied 
by the Board of Rites, and if she was found exemplary, her family would receive a placard or a 
stone arch could be erected in her honor (Mann 1997: 23–24). The Manchu rulers of the Qing 
dynasty, being of non-Han origin, promoted the chastity cult and gave their continual support for 
maintaining the traditional status of women within the Chinese empire.  
 
 
13 Conventionally late imperial China refers to the Ming (1368–1644) and Qing  (1644–1911) 
dynasties (Mou 1999: xvi). 
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However, in late imperial China, footbinding was considered first and foremost a 
gendered marker that was achieved through physical transformation and assigned 
with prestigious cultural significance.  Most likely this sort of perception stemmed 
from the Chinese view of the body as a social construct, that is, a naked body had 
no social or cultural value in the Chinese cosmos, while the clothed and 
embellished body was distinctively social and meaningful as a cultural 
accomplishment (Hay 1994: 42–77).  In fact, gender distinction was one of the 
most important functions of the Chinese attire, and although the form of the 
female body was significantly downplayed by the dynastic garb, it was still 
apparent to the observer through the layers of gendered accoutrements that the 
wearer was indeed a woman. Fashioning of the hair, the length of the attire, and 
most certainly the bound feet, were the distinct symbols of the female attire. Lotus 
shoes especially gave the female body significance in the context of the culture in 
which footbinding was regarded as civil, empowering, and, furthermore, as a form 
of bodily enhancement.  
 
By the advent of the high-heeled style in the fifteenth century, the lotus shoes 
were widely understood as an integral part of the attire of the gentry women, so 
fundamentally attached to the feminine identity indeed, that they were considered 
to be an addition to the body, like an embellishment that amplified the cultural 
value of the female body, instead of representing an infliction or deformity (Ko 
1997: 17). In fact, bodily mutilation was strictly regarded as unfilial behavior in 
China, as the body was understood of being a gift from the father and mother 
(Mann 2011: 111). Nevertheless, the Chinese viewed the body as an entity that 
was subject to constant change, with the boundaries between the body and the 
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environment in constant fluctuation. Thus, a practice that enhanced the body was 
construed as culturally meaningful because it added to the value of the social 
body. 
 
The Confucian tradition laid significant importance to the concealment of the form 
of the body, which served to understate the sexuality of the female body as well as 
to promote appropriate behavior between men and women, thus contributing to 
the overall harmony in the society. But as Valerie Steele has aptly pointed out, the 
clothes are not meant to just cover or protect the body, they are also meant to 
guide others to the identity of the wearer (Steele 1985: 39). The clothed body 
articulated most visibly the identity of the wearer and marked the boundaries of 
class, ethnicity, and gender, which can be perceived as cultural codes or symbols 
that are commonly recognized as meaningful to a group of people and are thus 
‘naturalized’.  
 
Confucianism and its gender ethics, which had for centuries guided appropriate 
gendered behavior of men and women, provided the ideology behind the 
traditional Chinese gender construction and femininity.14  The governing principle 
of these teachings was the doctrine of gender segregation, a social strategy that 
designated separate spheres of activity for the sexes, and sought to prevent 
gender conflicts by maintaining strict behavioral boundaries, particularly 
emphasizing the regulation of women’s sexual purity.  
                                                             
14 In here, Confucianism refers to the Chinese philosophical and sociopolitical tradition founded by 
Kong Qiu or Confucius (551–579 BCE). It should be noted that gender segregation was followed 
even before Confucius’ time and that scholars currently believe that the oppressive attitudes 
toward women developed later on during the Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) (Li 2000: 2–4). 
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The legitimization to control women’s sexual purity within the Confucian tradition 
was based on the ancient cosmological principle of the binary opposites of yin and 
yang, which originally included the idea of the two aspects being complementary 
in nature. Thus the concept did not initially include the idea of yin, or the feminine 
in this case, representing the subjugated half; indeed, the two were seen as equal 
and necessary for the unity and harmony of the cosmos (Min 1995: 19–29). In its 
essence, the yin-yang philosophy was a theory for explaining the changes and 
manifestations observed occurring in the natural world and in human bodies. 
While the theory denotes a binary difference it also includes the idea of both 
elements being present in the human body, i.e. the internal organs were believed 
to be yin and the epidermis yang (Furth 1999: 28).  After the yin-yang doctrine had 
consolidated its status as an influential philosophy it was incorporated to 
Confucianism as an addition to the theoretic reasoning that eventually secured the 
developments of stricter attitudes toward women.15 
 
Based on the separation of sexes and the dualistic worldview, women were 
perceived to occupy the inner sphere (nei), or the ‘inner quarters’16 of the 
household, which was marked as a feminine space. Men were recognized of 
inhabiting the more active and visible public sphere (wai), the space outside of the 
                                                             
15 The Western Han (206 BCE–8 CE) dynasty philosopher Dong Zhongshu (179–104 BCE) had a 
prominent part in the merging of these essentially separate theories in support of the autocratic 
ruling system (Li 2000: 36). According to Dong, the yang supremacy was heavenly ordained and 
the yin as the subjugating half was by its nature destined to follow the dominant yang. This dualism 
was present in all human relations, not just in those between men and women, but also in 
hierarchical relationships which contained a superior and an inferior part.  
 
16 Although the tern ‘inner quarters’ is commonly used in connection with the Chinese women’s 
inner sphere of influence as a spatial indicator, I am inclined to avoid using this term for the fact 
that it enforces the alleged women’s seclusion and immobility. 
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household. Such strict dichotomies should, however, be treated with caution, as 
gender boundaries were socially constructed and thus subject to shifts and 
reinterpretations (Ko 1994: 12–14). In fact, the feminine and masculine spheres 
should be regarded as mutually inclusive parallels, which are constantly 
interacting and open for negotiation (Ko 1994: 14). However, such over-simplistic 
dichotomies proved useful in the reformist debates at the turn of the twentieth 
century that were aimed at representing traditional womanhood as a static and 
outdated generic category.   
 
The proper Confucian womanly conduct based on adhering to ritualistic dictums, 
such as the Three Obediences and Four Virtues (sancong side)17, which were 
culturally established norms followed universally across class and regional 
boundaries in China, although recent scholarship has revealed the flexibility in the 
reinterpretations of these behavioral norms by women (Ko 1994: 6–7). Women 
from elite families were particularly expected to follow these teachings of proper 
feminine conduct as an example to the wider community. In late imperial society, 
the ideal centripetal woman’s life centered on the domestic roles and her identity 
was constructed largely on her marriage and subsequent marital duties as a wife 
and a mother. She was expected to embody in every sense the proper virtues of a 
devoted spouse and a gentle caretaker.  
 
                                                             
17 The Three Obediences and Four Virtues (sancong side) were a set of Confucian moral dictums 
that governed proper feminine behavior. The Three Obediences maintained that a woman should 
remain obedient to her father, husband, and finally to her son in her widowhood. This reinforced 
women’s familial role and established her belonging to the patriliny (Ko 1994: 6). The Four Virtues 
will be introduced later on.  
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These gender roles were further enforced by classics and early didactic texts, such 
as Liu Xiang’s (77–6 BCE) Exemplary Women (Lienü zhuan) and Ban Zhao’s (45–
114) Lessons for Women (Nüjie). Lessons for Women admonished the readers on 
the importance of the Four Virtues18, advocating that women should have four 
specific qualifications, namely, womanly virtue (fude), womanly words (fuyan), 
womanly bearing (furong), and womanly work (fugong) (Sun & Pan 1995: 248). 
Ban Zhao’s text was the guidebook to proper Confucian femininity as it did not 
question the rules of conduct traditionally advanced by male scholars. Lessons for 
Women recognized the importance of womanly bearing, by which Ban did not 
mean merely beautiful countenance, but particularly how these virtues and ideals 
were expressed by the female body-self (Cho 2012: 54). According to Ban, a 
sufficient amount of attention was to be given to the garments, keeping them tidy 
and spotless. The body should also receive regular bathing with hair carefully 
groomed and kempt (Swann 1968: 184–85). In other words, the orderliness and 
proper gendered behavior was expected to show not just in the conduct but on the 








                                                             
18 This set of dictums was first mentioned in the Book of Rites that dates back to the Zhou dynasty 
(ca. 1045–256 BCE) (Ko 1994: 145).  
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4. The Unbound Femininities 
The female body, and especially the foot-bound body, provided a common locus of 
discourse for the turn-of-the-twentieth-century Chinese intelligentsia and the 
Euro-American colonial forces. For the Chinese national project, the gendered 
body became essential, in fact, so much so that “it would have been difficult to 
imagine a modern Chinese nation” without the female body (Ko & Wang 2007: 9). 
The gilded lilies particularly presented a serious obstacle for the modernization of 
the Chinese nation, thus the dismantling of footbinding’s cultural and social aura 
was integrated into the larger political movements, modernization campaigns, and 
ideas of Chinese nationalism that emerged as a response to widespread fear of 
national destruction in the hands of the Western powers.   
 
Outside of China, the generic image of the bound-foot woman had by the end of 
the nineteenth century become increasingly visible and controversial, leading to 
wide-spread condemnation of the practice and the Chinese civilization as a whole. 
The custom that had been proudly perpetuated by the leading families of the 
Chinese literati-scholar elite was gradually associated negatively with the waning 
and weakening state of the empire of China of which the female body seemed to be 
the most obtrusive symbol.  
 
In addition to the Manchus who had from the very start of their reign denounced 
the practice in repeated efforts to assimilate the Chinese, few members of the Han 
elite had also voiced their criticism toward the superfluous custom at least since 
the thirteenth century. Perhaps the most intriguing critique was written in a form 
of a utopian novel titled Flowers in the Mirror (Jinghua yuan) by Li Ruzhen (ca. 
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1763–1830). Popular for its opinion on footbinding as a form of corporal 
punishment and its detailed description of pain, the novel follows the male 
protagonist Lin Zhiyang on his journey to the Country of Women, where he is 
captured and added to the harem of a female king with his feet violently and 
forcibly bound. Anti-footbinding statements such as these surfaced sporadically as 
a response to the growing popularity of the practice, but it seems that their effect 
was never widely felt.  
 
The indigenous campaigning for the eradication of footbinding commenced in 
earnest during a pivotal time in China’s political history and particularly after the 
Chinese intellectuals consciously took up the task of reformulating the social and 
political order at the end of the nineteenth century. By this point, the Qing dynasty 
(1644–1911) had been confronted by several domestic challenges due to peasant 
uprisings, natural disasters, and excessive spending at court, culminating in the 
humiliating military defeats and treaties signed with the foreign nations. Such 
international confrontations on China’s territory as the Opium wars fought in 
1839–42 and again in 1856–1860, along with the Boxer uprising of 1900, severely 
depleted the already strained Qing treasury and violated the territorial 
sovereignty of China as the foreign powers gradually gained more concessions and 
authority through unequal peace treaties. As a semi-colony, China was never 
formally colonized but its authority and international status became heavily 
contested in this atmosphere of crisis.19 
                                                             
19 Ultimately, the most shocking event of the latter half of the nineteenth century was Japan’s 
victory over China in 1895, traditionally viewed as China’s tributary state since the Tang dynasty 
(618–907). The Sino–Japanese war had devastating consequences: on top of war atrocities, heavy 
indemnities, additional treaty port concessions, and permission to build factories and other 
industrial enterprises on Chinese land, Japan annexed Taiwan, the Pescadores and the Liaodong 
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The continuous imperialist encroachments and the national humiliation at the 
hands of Japanese in 1895 encouraged the Chinese officials and the educated elite 
to search for an immediate solution to the plight of the empire. Most advocated for 
extensive reforms in the dynastic system with a partial adoption of Western 
knowledge for practical use while retaining the Chinese value system. Some were 
also driven by the desire to form a sovereign Western-style nation-state, equal 
among other nation-states, and free from the foreign Manchu invaders.  
 
4.1. Internalizing the Judging Gaze and the Birth of the Anti-Footbinding 
Discourse  
 
The catalyst that initiated the deconstruction of the prestige of footbinding, that 
had since the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) been the basis of Han Chinese female 
identity, and the subsequent indictment of the traditional femininity, was the anti-
footbinding rhetoric initiated and perpetuated by European and American 
missionaries and other secular anti-footbinding activists through the 
dissemination of denouncing texts and images, that circled Europe and America 
particularly after 1860, as the Chinese territory opened to Western influence. 
Dorothy Ko has traced the beginning of this transnational discourse centered on 
the female corporeality to the birth of the category of ’natural feet’ (tianzu), a term 
coined by the British Reverend John Macgowan, who also founded the first anti-
footbinding society in China (Ko 2007: 14). 
                                                                                                                                                                                 
region of southern Manchuria. Nicknamed as the ‘sick man of Asia’, China’s feeble state became the 




The Reverend’s take on footbinding as an abhorrent and unnatural custom was 
completely saturated with religious ideals of how the Chinese women had by 
disfiguring their bodies destroyed the ‘God-given’ natural body. With his tianzu 
(heavenly feet) rhetoric, Macgowan relocated the Western concept of the superior 
body in its natural state, unfettered by the culture, on the female body and 
justified his proselytizing as part of God’s work. The discourse was instrumental in 
deconstructing the prestige of footbinding, not entirely because of Macgowan’s 
personal initiative, but mostly because subsequent Western anti-footbinding 
activists and Chinese intellectuals expounded the dichotomy. 
 
By juxtaposing natural or unbound feet to bound feet (chanzu), this powerful 
rhetorical mechanism ultimately worked to reveal the frail and the mutilated body 
of the Chinese woman. By the beginning of the Republican era (1912–1949), the 
gilded lilies had been thoroughly exposed and discredited both nationally and 
internationally. For the traditional woman this was an ambiguous time, as her 
body now mirrored the past that she could not instantly break away from, yet, by 
modifying her body through unbinding or concealing her bound feet in Western-
style shoes stuffed with cotton she could hope to achieve this embodied 
modernity. Thus, the criticism of the traditional bound-footed femininities was 
essential to the project of envisioning a new woman20 in a new China, where 
footbinding was constructed as modernity’s Other.  
 
                                                             
20 New woman (xin nüxing) refers to the ambiguous category of modern womanhood that emerged 
at the end of the nineteenth century as a project of the male reformists and revolutionaries 
(Goodman 2005: 265). She, in her various imagined forms, became the antithesis of the traditional 
woman who represented the opposite of what the nation required from its modern female citizens. 
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However, what eventually deconstructed footbinding as an established and 
revered custom was the advent of the Chinese anti-footbinding discourse and the 
indigenous campaigns that emerged as a part of the wider self-strengthening 
reforms. As a result of the heightened global interaction between China and the 
foreign nations, that were contesting its sovereignty increasingly at the end of the 
nineteenth century, the new rising intellectual elite felt it had no other choice than 
to usher in a new and a more vigorous reform era instead of the cautious reforms 
advocated previously by the conservative reformists. Amidst the crises of the 
Manchu-led Qing regime China’s modernity began to unfold. The reform period is 
commonly understood to have started from the One Hundred Days reform that 
began in 1898 and extended its significance to the New Culture movement 
beginning in 1915 and the May Fourth movement, which initiated four years later.  
 
The new generation of reformists that emerged at the onset of the One Hundred 
Days Reform initiated a social and cultural discourse that aimed at strengthening 
the Chinese nation on the making. Women, as the other half of the nation, were 
envisioned actively contributing to the national programs via configurations of 
womanhood that were essentially utilitarian in nature and perceived as 
biologically determined. The reformers theorized that in order to create a modern 
Chinese nation women were required to assume the role of progenitors with a 
healthy physique attainable through modernized education which included 
physical training for girls and encouraged them to ‘let their feet out’. These new 
bodies were imagined capable of generating a new race of strong-bodied offspring 
with a patriotic mind-set. As resilient mothers and wives, majority of the 
reformers believed that the new modern woman should contribute to the well-
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being of the nation through traditional roles, although other types of female role 
models did exist as well. 
 
At the beginning the discourses on femininity were largely headed by male 
intellectuals, yet women took actively part in these national negotiations right at 
the turn of the twentieth century, some with a distinctively radical agenda, while 
others explored the new mediums for political participation, namely, the 
periodicals and journals (Wang 1999: 40). These women, who picked up the pen 
to determine new parameters for their modern bound/unbound subjectivities and 
created possibilities for female participation in the new public arena, were the 
heiresses of the traditional female elite literati culture that they themselves helped 
to denounce through the corporeality of the bound-footed traditional woman. 
Conceiving a break from the traditional past and inventing their own tradition, 
women entered for the first time in public negotiations on their own corporeality 
as a collectivity and assumed the identity of the female nationalist (nüguomin) (Ma 
2010: 78).  
 
Women reformists and journalists applied liberal and feminist arguments in their 
attacks against the custom of footbinding, stressing the need to be equal citizens 
with the men, which would only actualize through physical equality, that is, by 
having natural feet (Ma 2010: 69). Ma Yuxin has noted that prior to 1902 women 
reasoned the abolition of binding through traditional rhetoric that based on 
Confucian arguments, but later on shifted to novel Western-style scientific 
approach, highlighting the possibilities of the female body in birthing healthier 
children or generating income for the family (Ma 2010: 70). Some women were 
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even known to engage in anti-footbinding activities through joining or, indeed, 
establishing anti-footbinding societies, such as The Natural Feet Society for Public 
Benefits (Gongyi dazu she) established in 1903 by a woman member of the elite 
(Ma 2010: 71).21 
 
Indeed, national renewal and female suffrage, or the woman question, emerged as 
parallel elements of the national reform debates, crystallizing to the dilemma of 
how to conceptualize modern femininity in contrast with the traditional 
femininity and the values of the Confucian world view. What I find the most 
captivating in this juncture, is the fact that the events that subsequently followed 
were so closely connected to the corporeal presence of the Chinese woman and 
especially to the bound-footed body. As a bodily modification with numerous 
manifestations and an enduring history, footbinding became a practice that 
underwent a total desecration during the pivotal time period of 1890 to 1910, 
losing its cultural prestige and becoming superfluous in what would seem a very 
short period. 
 
The culture of shaming was an unavoidable symptom of the global realities 
brought by colonialism. As a subject of unilateral gaze, China became a victim of an 
unequal relationship where the practice of footbinding and other 
characteristically Chinese vices were taken as the ultimate symbols of the 
backwardness of the Other (see figure 3). This ‘othering’ distanced the colonizer 
from the one being colonized, and in juxtaposing the differences between the two 
                                                             
21 Unfortunately I am not able to cover this topic further within the scope of this study. Chinese 
women’s agency in the early anti-footbinding discourse would need a separate analysis altogether. 
For further information see Ma 2010: 69–72.  
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encountering cultures, the Western colonial powers validated their presence in 
China (Said 1995). Indeed, Angela Zito has argued that women’s bound feet 
became fetishized in the West’s negotiations of the ‘Orient’, and this constructed 
image thus inspired and justified the imperialist activities in China (Zito 2006). 
The colonialist rhetoric established China as a civilizing project of the West. 
Chinese women’s bodies were above all treated as the gendered realm of 
difference because of the pronounced cultural dissimilarities epitomized by bound 
feet, although the West also engaged in effeminizing Chinese men in constructing 
the colonized Other.  
 
West’s economic success and global superiority can only partially explain why the 
Chinese reformers were so willing to implement wide Western-inspired social 
changes at the turn of the twentieth century. Chinese reformers, who had been in 
close contacts with the foreigners and their ideas throughout the nineteenth 
century, were closely aware of the denigrating gaze looking down upon the 
Chinese and the practice of footbinding. The image of the foot-bound woman had 
been thoroughly exposed especially by European and American missionaries, 
photographers, and physicians, and these unfavorable portrayals had been circling 
to such effects that footbinding had developed into a national shame and an 
eyesore among the Chinese modernists. This oversensitive consciousness became 
the driving force behind the fervent denouncing of bound femininities and the 
feminine body that was no longer in harmony with the changing Chinese national 
identity, but instead, was exceedingly compared against the global context and the 
‘civilized’ West. The urgency and the national humiliation compelled the male 





FIGURE 3. A lady with bound feet from Qindao mirroring herself and gazing back at the observing 




Kang Youwei (1858–1927) belonged to those radical reformists active at the turn 
of the twentieth century who thought that the course of China could be changed 
through a comprehensive reform of the Chinese society, including the women. 
During the Hundred Days Reform movement, Kang acted as one of the intellectual 
leaders who injected heightened sense of urgency to the campaigning against 
footbinding.  As a classically educated member of the southern landlord-literati 
family, Kang had developed an original interpretation of Confucius as a 
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progressive idealist rather than a traditionalist. On the other hand, Kang was also 
an avid advocate of Western liberalism and individual freedom, envisioning the 
outright abolition of all social boundaries that tied the individual’s free will to 
family, property, or even to the nation.  
 
Along with other contemporaries, Kang had internalized the ‘Western gaze’ and 
was one of the first reformers to voice the collective shame in his 1898 memorial 
to the Guangxu emperor (r. 1875–1908)22, which pointed out that the 
 
“Foreigners have long taken photographs of [our vices] and laughed at 
us, calling us barbaric. And the most laughable matter that brings us 
the most humiliation is footbinding. Your humble servant is deeply 
ashamed of it.” (Quoted in Ko 2007: 42). 
 
Kang Youwei is also widely recognized as one of the first Chinese feminists who 
supported women’s emancipation. In this sense he was a visionary with extreme 
utopian views, which he expressed in his writings and especially in The Book of 
Great Unity (Datong shu), published posthumously in 1935. Some of his boldest 
ideas included eradicating the gender constructions of the Chinese society, for 
example gender specific clothing (Spence 1999: 255). According to Kang, 
abolishing such practices as binding feet or ear piercing was the first step of action 
in liberating the women of China from the yoke of tradition (Hong 1997: 62).  
 
                                                             
22 The Guangxu emperor’s reign formally ended in 1908 but in practice he was put under house 
arrest after 1898 and the actual ruler was the Dowager Empress Ci Xi (r. 1861–1908).   
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Early reformers were convinced that China had become a powerless nation 
because its people were of weak progeny. In fact, it was believed that the children 
grew feeble because they inherited the weakness from their bound-footed 
mothers. In this light, it is easy to see how footbinding, the institution that had 
survived for a thousand years, was in the beginning of its end. Kang saw no reason 
in maintaining the custom: 
 
“The bound feet of women will transmit weakness to the children, 
weakening the bodies of healthy generations…When the weakness 
becomes inherited, where shall we recruit soldiers? Today look at 
Europeans and Americans, so strong and vigorous because their 
mothers do not bind their feet and, therefore, have strong offspring. 
Now that we must compete with other nations, to produce weak 
offspring is perilous.” (Quoted in Hong 1997: 63). 
 
Kang definitely saw that the essential task ahead was one of racial survival and 
that the female body had a fundamental role in it as the progenitor of healthy 
children. As an affirmative action, Kang Youwei co-organized one of the earliest 
Chinese anti-footbinding societies already in 1883. Initially it is said to have 
gathered support from local gentry, but according to Ono Kazuko the society had 
only nominal influence (Ono 1979: 32). Kang’s 1898 memorial to the young 
reform-minded Guangxu emperor (r. 1875–1908) on the other hand was a success 
and footbinding became officially prohibited for a short time until a coup d’état 
organized by the Dowager Empress Ci Xi (1835–1908) repressed the reforms and 
most of the intellectuals exiled to Japan. 
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Kang Youwei acknowledged China’s vulnerable international status and how 
detrimental its withdrawal from the global community would be, even in matters 
of sartorial choices that could ultimately isolate the Chinese from modernity: 
 
“…myriad of nations are all in communication and are as one moving 
towards veneration for oneness. It is just in our country that clothes are 
different, so that sentiments cannot be close and friendly relations 
between nations cannot be achieved.” (Quoted in Finnane 2008: 70). 
 
The reform-minded intelligentsia internalized the Western projections of the 
backward and stagnated empire and accepted this Othered image, not necessarily 
as the true state of affairs, but as a drawback that had be dealt with. At the onset of 
the reforms, the few scattered efforts and penned-down frustrations to eradicate 
footbinding inspired the proliferation of indigenous anti-footbinding campaigning. 
As footbinding was perceived as a disadvantage and a hindrance for China’s 
modernity, that had a global reputation of being the marker of backwardness, the 
liberation of feet became a national issue and a matter of the utmost urgency. 
Hence, abstract rhetoric was quickly counterbalanced with pragmatic anti-
footbinding campaigning that aimed at diminishing the popularity of the practice.  
 
Indigenous anti-footbinding societies sprouted between the 1890s and 1900s, 
starting off as voluntary and small-scale societies led by elite families who gave up 
binding their daughters’ feet and pledged not to accept bound-foot brides to their 
families. In 1897, undoubtedly one of the most influential social reformists, Liang 
Qichao (1873–1929), co-founded the Bu Chan Zu Hui anti-footbinding society. Its 
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organization and methods were modeled after Western anti-footbinding societies, 
targeting urban elites and branching out to major cities. The members promoted 
very pragmatic arguments for the ending of the practice, such as convenience in 
social situations and being able to better serve the in-laws (Drucker 1981: 194).  
 
Liang’s opinions on footbinding and especially women’s education were very 
influential in the formation of a new sense of femininity at the turn-of-the-
twentieth century China. Like Kang, Liang had been closely in contact with 
Western ideas and the foreign attitudes that denounced footbinding as a barbaric 
custom. In his popular essays, Liang discussed footbinding from the point of view 
of universal patriarchal oppression, which he labeled as ‘cruel punishment’ that 
must have been initiated by a corrupt prince, an immoral ruler or a despicable 
husband (Levy 1966: 81). As a remnant of a patriarchal society, the practice had 
no relevance in the imaginations of a modern China. Hence, in his writings, Liang 
set out to separate the future modern China from its past through a persuasive 
discourse that aimed at erasing the traditional femininity embodied by what he 
deemed as the outdated remnant of the ancient regime, the talented upper-class 
woman, cainü. The cainü was a consciously constructed category of the privileged 
Confucian literati-gentry woman who became effortlessly branded as “ignorant, 
apathetic, and sequestered”, serving as a highly essential image of the useless 
femininity in the late Qing dynasty (Hu 2000: 6–8). 
 
Liang Qichao as well as other reformists’ anti-footbinding support and activities 
were directly linked to China’s self-strengthening reforms and the common 
emerging idea of the Chinese nation as a community of citizens. As citizens, men 
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and women were expected to fulfill their duties and to participate in social and 
political activities. The figure of the new woman, the opposite of the traditional 
woman, was a key player in the nationalist program of xinmin (new people) and in 
the highly constructed discourses of these patriotic reformists all women were 
active contributors to the welfare of the state.  
 
Liang’s greatest contribution to the entire reform movement and beyond was his 
essay General Discussions of Reform (Bianfa tongyi), published during 1896–97, 
that included a highly influential section titled On Female Education (Lun nüxue).  
In this he argued for the importance of establishing proper education for Chinese 
women to nourish their talents for the benefit of the nation, employing powerful 
rhetoric in equating women to slaves who merely consumed but did not produce 
as in terms of wage labor. Modernizing the education would ensure that women 
would become economically independent and able to support themselves instead 
of relying on their father’s or husband’s finances. Education would also bring 
harmony to the family as women would no longer engage in petty power struggles 
at home. Liang highlighted the importance of proper education, which would 
guarantee that the future mothers would be able to teach their offspring to 
become good citizens of China and to that end he also advocated the importance of 
women’s physical education for strengthening the Chinese ‘race’.  
 
Indeed, Liang based his arguments on observations of the West that had risen as 
the ideological authority in the minds of the reformists as he concluded that the 
West had become powerful because of its educated women citizens. The women 
were furthermore seen capable of learning and by definition of their sexual 
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difference more inclined to succeed in manual vocations. The poor state of the 
Chinese women, and ultimately the poor state of China, was in fact result of the 
long-term oppression inflicted by men upon women (Hu 2000: 164). Now, it was 
the prerogative of the reformists to point out the useless and outdated elements in 
Chinese women’s lives and traditions and to direct their female compatriots, as 
the enlightened leaders of the collective reform, on the right path. 
 
4.2. The Talented Cainü of the Past 
Hu Ying has suggested that the reformist condemnation of the traditional woman 
was an extension of the colonial discourse most prominently carried out by 
missionaries who rebuked the treatment of Chinese women along with other 
aberrations in the Chinese culture (Hu 2002: 183). While present day Chinese 
historians and the turn-of-the-twentieth-century reformist writers have 
acknowledge the influence of the Western missionaries in introducing new ideas 
and institutional models for schools and anti-footbinding societies, the profound 
changes in women’s status and identity originated as a part of the nationalistic 
debate that sought to define the cause for China’s weakness.  
 
The literary legacy of the talented woman, cainü, and her omnipresent bound-foot 
corporeality emerged as an element that prevented China from developing and 
joining the league of sovereign nations. Conscious efforts were launched to 
discredit the prestige of the cainü tradition by reconfiguring Chinese femininity. 
Firmly believing that modernizing femininity would affect the overall progress of 
the Chinese nation, the Chinese reformists sought a profound break from the 
feminine cultural world they had recently come to value as redundant by 
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deconstructing the cultural legitimacy of the cainü that for centuries had remained 
upheld by the cultural institutions of Confucianism.  
 
In fact, the cainü category became a stand-in for the traditional literati culture and 
past in toto. The very body of the traditional woman was seen to represent the 
weakness and stagnated state of Chinese nation and the gilded lilies especially 
revealed the vices of the old China: its degeneration, brutality, barbarity, and 
oppression. The discourse on traditional woman was mainly initiated by reformist 
men who constructed a gendered past that emasculated the Chinese nation. 
 
The talented woman was done away with through a powerful rhetoric popularized 
by reformists at the end of the nineteenth century and echoed by female overseas 
students who became an influential group actively engaged in the negotiations of 
new modern identities. These women were extremely politicized and highly 
involved in redefining their own agency. Reformists on the other hand were not 
inclined to forget the biologically assigned role that women had traditionally 
occupied in the Chinese society; hence, they emphasized female citizenship 
through specific duties, that is, women acquired citizenry through motherhood.  
 
Whether this nationalism-infused view was indeed applied as an attempt to cast a 
negative view on women or used as a rhetorical tool that was chosen to 
symbolically refer to the past, that had become obsolete and stagnated, it is certain 
that the ramifications of this debate were tangible. The attack was clearly aimed at 
the old conventions and institutions, which were understood to subjugate women, 
but most of all they stood on the way of China’s recovery. Indeed, the problem was 
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not female talent per se but the fact that the Confucian ritual teachings had 
allegedly brought about the stasis of female learning by confining them into idle 
lives removed from the realities outside of the inner quarters. 
 
“What is called the talented woman [cainü] in ancient times is the 
woman who toys with ditties on the wind and the moon, the flowers and 
the grass, the woman who makes ditties on spring sorrow and sad 
departures, the woman who even composes several volumes of poems. 
Now this sort of thing really cannot be called learning [xue] at all.” 
(Liang Qichao, quoted in Hu 2000: 7)  
As evident in the quotation above, Liang completely denounced the literary cainü 
tradition, portraying the late imperial women as ignorant and sequestered, and 
reduced to cultivating useless talents, such as sentimental poem writing and 
lamentations of sadness and parting.  He believed that the classical female 
education had restricted women’s access to practical learning and had consigned 
them to superficial lives as mere playthings on display, wasting their abilities to 
frivolous makeup and footbinding that could only achieve them exterior 
admiration. While secluded at home, the traditional woman remained completely 
unaware of the affairs of the world. Such reductive rhetoric was applied to 
obscure the long female literary heritage that was discarded instead of capitalizing 
this potential for the nationalist projects. 
 
In an attempt to disconnect the rode to the past and to secure China’s membership 
to global modernity, Liang set out to identify the new woman in his 1897 
biographical article of Ms. Kang Aide, the first Chinese female doctor. The power of 
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history writing is utilized to its full capacity, as Liang conjures up the story of Kang 
who was adopted by an American traveler at the age of nine and studied medicine 
in America before returning to China to serve her nation (Hu 2002: 188). 
Describing her graduation ceremony, Liang gives a mise en scène perfected: Ms. 
Kang is rewarded with the best possible diploma and receives the respect and 
admiration of her instructors and all of the international students (Hu 2002: 189). 
The true message of this biography is, as the genre was commonly employed in 
China, to inspire and provide exemplary role models for the Chinese female 
reader. This particular story portrayed Kang as a representation of the new China, 
outshining the West with her capabilities to transcend the past and mastering its 
knowledge for the benefit of building a stronger Chinese nation.  
 
In Lun nüxue Liang scrutinized traditional femininity and the unproductive female 
body for being economically dependent on the income of the men of the family. 
This unilateral relationship had reduced women to slaves who were cruelly 
victimized and oppressed. However, it was not only the family who had fallen to 
poverty because it had had to support the female half of the Chinese populace, 
Liang also believed firmly that China’s dismal economic state was the cause of its 
parasitical women who did not have an independent career to support themselves 
(Ono 1989: 26). At the same time, however, Liang and his contemporaries 
completely overlooked the cultural role that the traditional woman had possessed 
since the ancient dynasties as the transmitters of the Chinese cultural legacy and 




Liang’s critique found wide support among progressive female intellectuals who 
were keen to identify the new woman in themselves. Kang Tongwei (1879–1974), 
a female journalist and an active supporter of women’s emancipation efforts, 
joined Liang in criticizing the traditional woman. She agreed that in the past these 
talented women had indeed exhausted their abilities in literary efforts lacking 
substance and had wallowed in their own sorrows resulting in nothing but 
confusion. They had also further limited their access to useful learning by acting 
immodest in flaunting their intellectual achievements, thus raising suspicion in 
men that female literacy would only result to ‘hens ruling the morning’ (Judge 
2002: 166). 
 
This public and thorough indictment of the cainü tradition was echoed by the 
overseas community of Chinese female students. He Xiangning (1878–1972) 
among others accused these past literatas of indulging in their emotions rather 
than serving the nation, which to her translated as lack of patriotism. Only when 
national tragedy threatened the lives of these women would this embodied 
nationalism produce a reaction in them, He argued, referring to the alleged suicide 
of 1, 100 women of elite Beijing families raped by Joint Expeditionary Forces in 
1901 (Judge 2002: 167).  
 
Restoring women’s capabilities through practical education and promoting their 
corporeal emancipation were perceived as the prerequisites to China’s 
modernization. Progressive male reformists tended to view these restructurings 
of the feminine as a means to strengthen the nation, rather than promoting 
women’s rights and gender equality as its own cause. Combined with the 
50 
 
awareness of bound-footed women as a common marker of backwardness of the 
entire culture and the national shame these bodies had contrived, these national 
sentiments and the sense of urgency resulted in a consensus in the narratives of 
the history that produced a silenced category of the traditional woman, the 
outright antithesis of the emerging modern categories of the new woman.  
 
The body of the traditional woman was above all seen to resemble a looking glass 
to the past, a medium for the reformist debates to construct a powerful critique of 
the ancient regime that had become superfluous like the bound-foot female body. 
In fact, this very contestation that was conducted both at the national and the 
transnational level ultimately obliterated the cultural significance that the gilded 
lilies had accumulated since the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) (Ko 2007: 37). 
 
The static and feeble woman, bound to her traditions and archaic learning, was 
imagined cloistered in her boudoir, oppressed and submissive.  Dorothy Ko has 
noted that the penetrating gaze directed at the bound-footed body, utilized by 
Western colonialists and anti-footbinding activists in their attempts to shame the 
Chinese and to justify their imperialist endeavors, was also adopted by the 
Chinese reformers who inadvertently succumbed to exposing the female body to 
the global sensationalist spectatorship (Ko 2006: 234–35). Humiliated and 
shamed, the male reformists strove to literally unbind the national shame, 
creating an illusion of the female body as a locus in which this collective 
humiliation could be simply undone by removing its uttermost sartorial symbol, 
the golden lotus shoe. From this point of view, the liberation rhetoric of the bound 
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feet becomes the outcry of the male reformist “seeking to rescue himself from his 
imminent enslavement” (Ko 2006: 235). 
 
Those who strongly believed in the stabilizing element of traditional feminine 
virtues, namely the conservative side, continued to stress the importance of 
traditional feminine values in maintaining the status quo and the social capital of 
womanhood. The idea of an emerging new woman citizen and the modern values 
and institutions that were inseparable from the very image of the future 
womanhood appeared as a destabilizing element to the imperial social and moral 
order. The ‘modern’ was often likened to disorder and to what seemed like a far 
too swift invasion of foreign elements over the indigenous culture. The new 
woman was seen to transgress the boarders of proper femininity by crossing the 
line between the inner and public spheres perceived as an upholder of the cosmic 
order of correct human relations. For the traditionalists, the most imminent threat 
to women’s chastity and modesty during this defining period of late Qing dynasty 
and the dawn of the twentieth century was the drafting up of the modern 
educational system that the reformists so adamantly promoted.  
 
4.3. The Imaginings of the New Woman  
The category of new woman (xin nüxing) first emerged in the late nineteenth 
century as Chinese male reformers sought to involve women in the national self-
strengthening project by reassigning the loyalty of the women to encompass the 
future modern nation instead of the traditional domain of the family (Goodman 
2005: 265). Without the construction of the category of the new woman it was 
impossible to fathom a modern nation, indeed, as she was trusted with the 
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ubiquitous and controversial duty of the bearer of the cultural heritage. 
Representing modern China, she was assumed to adapt proper self-expressions 
and to embody the modern with the whole of her corporeal existence. As an 
example, the new regulations for formal wear in 1912 stated clearly how 
Republican Chinese men and women were to dress. For women the dress to be 
worn in public formal occasions was the Chinese fitted high-collar jacket over a 
pleated skirt attesting further to the idea of women as the keepers of tradition, 
while men could choose between Chinese or Western style garment (Finnane 
2008: 95–97). The Chinese Republic further regulated the female body by 
prohibiting footbinding as a sign of the past regime. 
 
Claims to modernity were laid in relation to the corporeality of women, quite 
literally from the head to toe, as the new-style coiffeurs, stockings and shoes 
gained wide popularity as the symbols of the new modern woman, which seemed 
to leave some observers questioning the feminine appropriateness. Concerns were 
expressed over the possibility that women could, in their hasty adaptation of the 
Western-style clothing, lose their feminine respectability all together and this 
would furthermore render them ridiculous in front of the international 
community. However, wearing foreign garment did represent to many the long-
awaited consolidation of the nation of China with the rest of the ‘civilized’ world, 
while the distinctly Chinese sartorial emblems of identity, footbinding among 
women and the queue among men, reminded only of the nonconformity and the 




Natural or unbound feet became the symbol of the modern feminine identity and 
the new categories of womanhood in general. In China’s case, the modern often 
meant adopting carefully selected insignia to adorn the body with Western-style 
clothes and shoes, which were ultimately meant to convey a transnational 
message – that China was indeed catching up with the other civilized nations. The 
women unbinding also encountered a greater sartorial problem when they gave 
up wearing lotus shoes; Han women’s attire was in every way an ensemble in 
which the lotus shoes played a key part, and thus larger shoes seemed very much 
out of place when worn with the clothing of the gentry woman. Some preferred to 
wear Manchu shoes, which greatly resembled visually the bound-foot shoes, but 
abandoned them after the dynasty fell in 1911.  
 
While physical frailty, including the aesthetic of bound feet, had been a feminine 
beauty ideal of the late imperial period, the slender and ethereal body lost its 
appeal with the emergence of the new rhetoric that redefined physical femininity. 
Unbinding and the overall physical health of the female body received the 
undivided attention of the progressive intellectuals right at the onset of the 
reforms. Transforming women’s traditional bodies was a political necessity in 
claiming a stake on the modern nation, thus, for example, the newly advocated 
women’s educational system aimed at nurturing the minds and the bodies of the 
women.  
 
Majority of women gradually loosened and relaxed the binding style during the 
transitional period of 1890s to 1910s when anti-footbinding activism was at its 
strongest. Most likely these women continued to bind at least in some form and 
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transitioned to the kun-style shoes and booties that were popular all the way to 
the 1920s and 1930s, after which the Western-style shoes became predominant. 
The kun-style shoes were identical to the popular form of lotus shoes, but they 
had significantly longer sole with a much relaxed arching (Ko 2007: 221). 
 
At this point, however, the gendered discourses on the female body projected 
incongruent hopes of the future China. To the reformists, the new woman 
symbolized the space between the present China and the China of yet to be; to the 
conservatives she remained the upholder of the legacy of the cainü. In this 
environment of contesting ideologies, various categories of modern womanhood 
emerged, characterized by new active female role models, who were no longer 
singularly defined by their familiar roles in the domestic sphere. 
 
Female students were the earliest publicly visible female social groups who were 
often pictured as the vanguard of progressive values and modernity. When 
schools targeted specifically for girls and women opened at the turn of the 
twentieth century, the female students occupied a hitherto limited public sphere 
with their presence. The reactionaries sought to prevent this development, 
arguing that domestic schooling was sufficient for women who needed only to 
study the basic instructions of proper wifely duties and motherhood. Others hailed 
these educational reforms as a step towards women’s freedom and self-
sufficiency. The curriculum of the modernized education was to teach girls and 
women the skills of the modern citizens that would ultimately ‘bring harmony to 
the family’ and in the future ‘make the race stronger’, as envisioned by Liang 
Qichao (Hu 2000: 164). He imagined the modern woman citizen assisting her 
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husband and educating their children – in other words, acting out the familial 
Confucian roles of a wife and a mother. 
 
Modern education was indeed regarded as the savior of China’s future, the 
transformative vehicle that would turn the ‘two hundred million’ idle women to 
patriotic citizens. Educational reform became the leading project of the reformists 
that was supposed to transform both the minds and the bodies of the Chinese 
women. From the very start, anti-footbinding campaigns were a crucial part of the 
curriculum as the unbinding rhetoric entered the study rooms. The schools 
became the stages for anti-footbinding propaganda in form of rallies, speeches and 
songs led by instructors and occasionally also students who had successively 
unbound and reclaimed their bodies. The condemning of the practice was echoed 
by the textbooks that were specifically written for female students, containing 
even instruction on how to successfully achieve natural feet within a month (Judge 
2008: 75).  
 
These young women embodied newness with their whole being; most discernibly, 
a great majority had unbound or began the process of unbinding their feet as a 
prerequisite to enrollment in the schools established by reformists or Western 
missionaries. To the conservatives, such public and blatant display of the feet was 
a sign of the Confucian gender order dismantling, for large feet violated the norms 
of feminine modesty that was closely linked to women’s seclusion within the 
domestic sphere. Again, it should be noted that although footbinding as a 
widespread practice did indeed facilitate women’s isolation, it was not the raison 
d’etre of binding.  
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Reformists praised the historically prominent and politically active Western 
woman as a generic role model who was construed as the antithesis of the Chinese 
woman of the past. The traditional woman who was envisioned occupying the 
inner quarters, isolated and ignorant of the world outside, symbolized China’s 
seclusion from the international community. The Western woman on the other 
hand was a public figure that was promoted for the effect of inspiring Chinese 
women to contribute to the national struggle. The foreign heroine was honored 
for her active engagement in the national and global politics, and thus enabled the 
exploration of the ideas of gendered modernity and the modern womanhood. The 
most prominent figures were often circulated and interpreted to mirror the 
reformist agenda, and were in the process transformed and Sinicized to more 
relatable icons who, according to Hu Ying, were even given the perfect command 
of elegant classical Chinese (Hu 2000: 11). 
 
The most popular Western exemplars recycled by the reform writers were 
heroines that devoted their life to public causes such as Florence Nightingale 
(1820–1910), the social reformer and suffragist Frances Willard (1839–1898), the 
educator Mary Lyon (1797–1849), the political activist Madame Roland (1754–
1793), and the abolitionist Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811–1896). These women 
were seen as universal mother figures and their public roles were perceived as an 
extension to the traditional motherly duties, a perfect amalgamation of the 
responsibilities that the nationalist discourse propagated to its female citizens. 
Furthermore, these representations of femininity were similar to the Chinese 
exemplars commonly extolled in the Confucian tradition, but there were also 
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other, more radical, Western female figures that were utilized in the exploration of 
gendered modernities.  
 
One such central female icon was the anarchist Sophia Perovskaya (1853–1881) 
who co-organized the assassination of Tsar Alexander II of Russia and was 
celebrated in China for her heroic martyrdom (Hu 2000: 107). Often the admired 
heroic women figures crossed the gender boundaries also by cross-dressing as 
men, like the legendary figure of Hua Mulan, Joan of Arc, and the Chinese 
revolutionary and feminist Qiu Jin (1875–1907). To Qiu, wearing men’s clothing 
was a symbolic break from the traditional feminine appropriateness that included 
specific attire and a set of gendered manners. To experience freedom from her 
embodied femaleness, she experimented with Western and Chinese male clothing 
and gave up binding her feet (Hu 2000: 141–42). 
 
The coexistence of such variety of feminine role models can be explained by the 
sense of urgency to provide wide-ranging possibilities for modern femininities in 
order to come into terms with the West’s hegemony, although the discourses on 
embodied modernities seemed to have been extremely contradictory at this 
particular period. Indeed, some of these role models celebrated the traditional 
familial womanly roles within the domestic sphere while at the same time the 
reformist and nationalist discourse denounced women’s traditional contributions 
to the household, encouraging women to engage in industrial labor. Similarly, 
heroic exemplars emphasized the active participation of women to nation building 
and extolled public careers in medicine, law, politics, and science, while warning 
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women not to abandon their feminine virtues when they let the world court them 
to step beyond the safety of the domestic sphere. 
 
Modernity was indeed incompatible with bound feet at least in the minds of the 
male reformists, who seemed to hold a view on the female body as an instantly 
reparable object. This view was implicit in majority of the male anti-footbinding 
rhetoric which stressed the uncomplicated nature of achieving natural feet, 
completely ignoring the stubborn nature of the flesh. As Dorothy Ko has stated, 
the female physicality was ultimately superfluous in these imaginings of the 
modern femininity that believed in the will of the mind as a transcending power 
enabling a symbolic metamorphosis (Ko 2007: 46). However, it is clear that 
physical transformation of the female body was paramount to the construction of 
the image of the new modern woman, as the anti-footbinding campaigns clearly 
indicate.  
 
4.4 Strong-Bodied Mothers of the New Nation 
The nationalist and reformist discourses on the new feminine identities were on 
the one hand facilitating women’s emancipation and political participation, while 
on the other they were, as a matter of fact, concerned to preserve the traditional 
feminine ideals and values. The uncertainty that followed from this period of 
potential fluidity and inevitable change in traditional values of femininity and in 
the familial gender roles eventually created a need to identify the unchanging 




The Chinese woman was simultaneously imagined as a modern citizen and a 
repository of the past that was seen to embody the essence of the Chinese 
traditions and national virtue. Prasenjit Duara has offered an explanation to this 
contradictory view on women as “soul of tradition-within-modernity” by probing 
to the legacy of the nationalists and reformers as the upholders of the traditional 
gentry ideals on womanly virtue (Duara 1998). He concludes that the rapid 
changes in gender relations of the early twentieth century led to the heightened 
need to locate the essence of the national virtue and heritage in the female body 
by restricting women’s public and political participation to modernized versions 
of familial roles that continued to extol traditional feminine values.  
 
Thus it became of the utmost importance to include women into the national 
project by ensuring their co-operation in the collective efforts of nation-building in 
an appropriate manner that would not jeopardize the prestige of feminine virtue. 
As long as women and the unbound bodies of women served the nationalist 
agenda emancipation was endorsed, yet it was at strictly regarded as a tool to 
achieve an equal international standing among the ‘civilized’ nations, not an 
independent struggle by any means. Most concretely these values were linked to 
the formation of the Chinese nation through the concept of good wives and wise 
mothers (liangqi xianmu), which was a fusion of Confucian, Western, and Japanese 
ideals on proper womanhood at the turn of the twentieth century (Judge 2008: 
108). This ideology was originally adapted from Japan, which was, apart from its 
successful reformations and implementation of nationalism, still considered an 




In the beginning of the twentieth century, Meiji Japan became the prime 
destination of elite Chinese female overseas students, who were encouraged to 
seek education abroad. Majority of the women who became publicly or politically 
prominent in China had studied in Japan, including the revolutionary activist Qiu 
Jin (1875–1907). Most were enrolled in to the Practical Women’s School (Jissen 
jogakko) which was established in 1899 by Shimoda Utako (1854–1936) (Judge 
2002: 172). Shimoda was an avid promoter of the ideology of good wives and wise 
mothers and a pan-Asianist committed to the vision of establishing East Asia as a 
political and cultural equal to the West. The objective of her education was to offer 
practical skills to the young Chinese women and to cultivate and preserve the 
traditional Confucian feminine values. Her courses included teacher training, 
handiwork, Japanese lessons, and physical education, an obligation that required 
the students to unbind their feet (Judge 2001).  
 
Her views found overall support from the Chinese educators and politicians who 
agreed that women’s education was crucial to the survival of China and East Asia. 
Generally Shimoda emphasized strengthening the body rather than the minds of 
her pupils and thus the abolition of footbinding became a high imperative in her 
school. To her, the ‘physically feeble’ and ‘intellectually backward’ Chinese woman 
did however possess one very important feminine quality, moral strength, which 
would eventually assist China in its struggle for survival. In the founding meeting 
of a Hangzhou anti-footbinding association in 1903 Shimoda was extolled as an 




According to Joan Judge, however, the nationalist imaginings of able-bodied 
mothers were actually a re-evaluative discourse that denounced the traditional 
motherhood and introduced the concept of new modern motherhood 
characterized by the antithesis of the bound-foot body (Judge 2008: 109). 
Conventionally, birthing and raising children were seen as the primary role of 
women and the affectionate motherhood the source of feminine identity.  
Influenced by Social Darwinism and the belief in eugenics, the new motherhood 
emphasized the duty of the biological female body to the nationalist projects by 
identifying the physical condition of the body as the criterion to mothering strong 
offspring. Thus, the new models of motherhood were highly politicized categories 
and reflected the nationalist commitment to strengthening the nation. 
 
Since the beginning of this transitional period, the traditional womanhood had 
been stigmatized with the weakness of the physical bound-footed feminine body. 
The Chinese nationalists and reformists had unreservedly accepted the claims of 
the Western nations as regards to women’s status in the society and footbinding 
as the national eyesore. The carefully constructed image of the traditional bound-
footed woman had been instrumental to the ideologies of nationalism and the 
collective nationalist project through her physical weakness which was seen to 
imply her vulnerability and inability to birth strong citizens. Procreative abilities 
intrinsically guaranteed women the right to citizenry via the roles of a wife and a 
mother, and secured her belonging to the modern world as a birth-giver of new 
citizens and the nation symbolically.  The female womb was seen as the origin of 
the ‘race’ and the civilization itself, thus she was regarded valuable for the 
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nationalist agenda. Female bodies were constructed as biologically and naturally 
fit for the role of a caretaker and mother.  
 
Ultimately the ideology of the good wives and wise mothers legitimated Chinese 
women’s education and her entry into the public sphere, although this 
transgression did in fact take place in a very restricted manner that suited the 
agenda of the nationalists. The conciliatory reformists considered that the 
domestic sphere would still be the most meaningful and defining context for the 
new woman, thus they offered seemingly conservative membership of the modern 
nationalist future to the women of China by emphasizing the private virtues and 
domestic roles in constructing her femininity.  
 
The radical part of the nationalist-minded would have liked the women to occupy 
new public and political roles, however, the appeasing side of the reform, although 
rivaled by Kang Youwei and other radicals’ views on social order and women’s 
emancipation, remained the leading ideology of the late imperial China. The 
constructed category of the good wives and wise mothers found further 
legitimization in its sinicized and politicized version of ‘mothers of citizens’, a 
trope that further established the connection between woman and nation, 
motherhood and citizenship, and finally the physical health of the mother and the 
national strength. To those women who wanted to actively partake in the building 
of a stronger nation and who felt the importance of nationalistic efforts such 
circumvented participation was unacceptable. Others agreed with the prevailing 
ideology and succeeded to invest the traditional wifely and motherly roles with 
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new national significance, even advocating the expansion of domestic duties 
(Judge 2008: 116). 
 
Indeed, the reformists’ version of historical discourses was a carefully written 
selection of narratives that were meant to unify and assist the nation to form a 
common understanding of the past. Beth Baron has mentioned that omitting 
becomes a crucial element in the makings of modern narratives; the most usable 
memories become recorded as myths, symbols, and historical facts that are 
imagined into common experiences of the nation (Baron 2005: 3–4). Similarly, at 
the end of the Qing dynasty (1644–1911) the nationalists and reformers chose to 
represent their own version of the Chinese women’s past by suppressing a 
selected section of the female legacy and highlighting the plight of the inner 
chambers complete with the image of the traditional bound-footed woman, which 
certainly served their cause and proved its rhetorical influence by surviving as a 
common trope utilized by male and female writers alike as it was further 












5. Western Views on Footbinding  
Prior to the Opium war confrontations in the middle of the nineteenth century, the 
narrow commercial possibilities that China had allowed through a heavily 
controlled system had been an immense source of frustration to the expansion of 
the British. 23 The unequal treaties that eventually followed the end of the Second 
Opium War in 186o had a considerable impact on the relationship between the 
Western imperialist powers24 and China, as these confrontations marked the 
beginning of a growing Western presence and influence on China’s territory. From 
the Western point of view the treaties of the nineteenth century were a triumph 
that led to the ‘opening up’ of the once closed and secluded empire of China. 
However, as Susan Schoenbauer Thurin has pointed out, China became 
characterized as increasingly stagnated the more it ‘opened up’ for the Westerns 
(Thurin 1999: 199).   
 
In addition to the commercial gains, the hubris of the historical progress and 
intellectual advancement made by the Western nations along with the theories of 
Social Darwinism further deepened the attitudes that were turning against China 
                                                             
23 The Opium Wars refer to the First Opium War (1839–1842) and the Second Opium War (1856– 
1860) fought between the British and the Chinese due to disputes over trade issues and growing 
opium imports to China by the British. In exchange for the rapidly increasing amounts of tea 
imported from China, the mercantilist-minded British found that an equally addictive commodity, 
opium, turned the revenues of trade back to England. Also, the initial trade system was considered 
too restricted in the light of liberal trade ideals supported by the British who were confined to 
trade in Canton (present-day Guangzhou). Consequently frustrations flamed up on both sides and 
led to the First Anglo-Chinese War after the Chinese had refused to pay the British compensations 
on the destroyed opium in 1839. The several treaties that followed the confrontations severely 
depleted the already strained Qing treasury and violated the territorial sovereignty of China. 
(Rowe 2009: 141–174). 
24 By the Second Opium War, China had entered into treaty relations with England, France, Russia, 
and the United States.  
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and its nation. The civilization that had once held the admiration of the West was 
now seen as less advanced and backward. Many Western observers agreed that 
the status of the Chinese women particularly represented the degree of the 
nation’s civilization. The women were seen as hapless victims of Confucian male 
tyranny of which the binding of the feet was the most horrifying example of all. 
 
In the West, a new scientific proof that seemed to support the imperialist efforts, 
surfaced in the late nineteenth century claiming that it was possible to 
scientifically determine that humans were both biologically raced and gendered. 
This scientific racism was nurtured by colonialist endeavors that required a 
thorough mapping of the whole world, a creation of a single body of knowledge 
that could be explored, managed, and explained. The idea of universal knowledge 
corresponded with the concept of a universal body, which in actuality was based 
on the idea of body adhering to specifically Western practices. Thus, the European 
body was visualized as the apogee of human racial progress and the European 
culture and society were naturally seen to have evolved to the highest zenith.  
 
These results that were reached through comparing achievements between the 
archaic and modern worlds were essential to the European hegemonic identity. 
According to Anne McClintock, the colonies were situated in a temporally different 
imperial space, which was construed as journey to a static past (McClintock 1995: 
40). Similarly, when the foreign nations encountered Chinese they interpreted 
their corporeal presence as a sign of backwardness, associating these qualities 
particularly with the women who were seen to represent the archaic essence of 
the Othered culture with their bound-footed bodies.   
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The Chinese, on their behalf, had for centuries viewed that they alone represented 
the undisputable political and cultural authority, or the center of civilization, 
within the geopolitical sphere surrounding the empire. Such cultural self-
confidence stemmed from the unique position of the Chinese civilization that was 
seen to be surrounded by nomadic tribes, commonly regarded as uncivilized and 
barbaric due to their different lifestyles and lack of state-like political organization 
(Waley-Cohen 1999: 14).  Contrary to the common belief that was created during 
the West’s colonial conquest of Asia, China was not a closed empire that needed to 
be ‘opened’, as it was generally put, but had indeed since ancient times been an 
integral part of an international network in which commercial and cultural 
exchanges were numerous among the nations (Waley-Cohen 1999: 53).  
 
The curious fascination that had culminated into long lasting romanticizing of the 
‘Orient’ had gradually developed into dismal attitudes toward China as the 
Western powers found themselves swiftly progressing while the eastern empire 
seemed to have stagnated completely. The Chinese regime, often belittlingly 
referred to as ‘Oriental despotism’, was imagined as an empire where the emperor 
possessed all the power and a corrupted ruling class, that was too fatigued to even 
muster the strength of character needed to rescue the stagnated Chinese nation 
from its ephemeral destruction, kept the masses in deprivation (Ch’en 1979: 39–
48). Indeed, the lure and the beauty of the ‘Orient’ had drastically dimmed down 
by the Second Opium War. 
  
The view on Chinese people was equally bleak. A portion of China observers 
believed that the only hope the Chinese had was to replace the old moral system 
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with a completely new one that would support progress of the nation. By this they 
meant replacing the traditional Confucian moral system with that of the Christian 
origin. But, then again, these same observers which drew their information from 
various texts of biased origin, were not at all convinced that the Chinese were in 
actuality in possession of the strength of character needed in reforming the 
country with or without the foreign help (Ch’en 1979: 41). Furthermore, after the 
publication of Darwin’s theory of evolution there seemed to appear even scientific 
proof that the current ‘plight of the Chinaman’ was due to inferiority of the nation 
itself. 
 
5.1. The Golden Lotus as the Representation of the Other 
From the eighteenth century, the British Isles emerged as the authority in 
generating and disseminating knowledge on China, which it produced for the 
needs of an ever-growing reading audience at home and for the use of its 
expanding overseas trade. The practitioners of this proto sinology included mainly 
travel account writers such as John Barrow (1764–1848), a member of the 
Macartney embassy to China25, who published his Travels in China in 1804. 
 
John Barrow, like many of his contemporaries, subscribed to the idea advanced by 
the French utopian socialist Charles Fourier (1772–1837) who stated that the 
level of a given civilization could be determined by the status of its women, the 
                                                             
25 The Macartney diplomatic mission arrived in China in 1793 with the mission of opening new 
ports for British trade and establishing a permanent embassy in Beijing. Although the mission was 
not successful in achieving its objectives, it managed to leave an influential imprint on the 
knowledge of China through various accounts written on the experiences of the crew and popular 




most vicious nations being the ones where women were the most oppressed 
(Beecher 1986: 208). Following Fourier, Barrow set the tone to his Travels in 
China by noting that “It may, perhaps, be laid down as an invariable maxim, that the 
condition of the female part of society, in any nation, will furnish a tolerably just 
criterion of the degree of civilization to which that nation has arrived” (Barrow 
1804: 93). He acknowledged that while this degree of civilization had already been 
achieved in Europe, the Chinese women were still held in conditions that far 
exceeded even the humiliation of the European woman of the dark ages. As the 
idea of progressive development had become central in the current ideology of 
European leading nations, naturally the question of the condition of women was 
applied to determine the hegemony of Western culture and society. Compared 
with the European societies, China was seen as an empire that had regressed 
rather than advanced (Finnane 2008: 30). To Barrow it seemed thus obvious that 
the cloistered Chinese gentry women and the women of the lower classes toiling 
slavishly in the fields were an indication of the poor level of civilization in China.26 
 
Barrow’s account of the voyage to China follows the overall views and attitudes of 
the Western perspectives towards the empire and its people, although when he at 
one point discusses the practice of footbinding he seems to realize that the 
Westerners are not in any place to judge or ridicule the Chinese on account of 
their different appearance since similar absurdities existed in the Western culture 
                                                             
26 To Barrow, the institute of concubinage and selling of the bride to the bridegroom’s household 
were also clear indicators of the low degree of civilization in China vis-à-vis European ideals. In 
addition, the social hierarchies and segregation of sexes seemed to also distance the Chinese 
people from their family members and left a cold and apathetic appearance of the people to 




as well (Barrow 1804: 50). What he nevertheless offers is a stagnated and 
backward China which is very different indeed from the previous admiring 
accounts of the glorious empire, that is nowhere to be found as the ship carrying 
the embassy takes anchor at the shores of the river Pei-ho (present-day Hai River), 
greeted by poverty and disappointment at the British side (Barrow 1804: 48).  
 
Barrow displayed a keen interest toward the Chinese women and took a careful 
notice on the dress and embellishment, especially concentrating in describing in 
length the ‘distorted and disproportioned’ feet ‘cramped in its growth’ and the 
‘ankle that is generally swollen in the same proportion as the foot is diminished’ 
(Barrow 1804: 49). He states that such a foot and a leg, dressed in colorful ankle 
wraps and ‘a little shoe the size of a tinsel’, are considered the epitome of beauty. 
It is, however, vividly clear that Barrow himself does not appreciate this foreign 
custom nor does he think of the small feet as attractive. In explaining the 
spreading of this ‘monstrous fashion’ Barrow concludes that ‘Oriental jealousy’ of 
the men toward the women has in all probability initiated the custom and that it is 
‘unnatural and inhuman’ due to the way the binding is executed on infants 
(Barrow 1804: 51–52). 
 
Barrow concludes his sketching of the Chinese woman by providing the last bit of 
information on the bound foot and the wrappings used in binding, which he claims 
“to be seldom changed, remaining sometimes, until they can no longer hold 
together…” (Barrow 1804: 52). To Barrow the Victorian obsession with the cult of 
cleanliness was a way to demarcate the boundaries between the bodies that 
belonged to the inferior Chinese and the superior European culture, thus, in this 
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case the unfamiliar civilization is represented by the distorted and unhygienic 
fragment of the female body that serves to distance rather than provide mutual 
understanding (McClintock 1995: 33).  
 
Although accounts such as John Barrow’s Travels in China were not the first ones 
to contain information on footbinding, they were nevertheless much richer in 
detail of the custom and often included an attempt to explain and understand the 
methods and reasons behind binding. Barrow does not provide the source of his 
information, which at least appears to be first-hand knowledge. It is unlikely that 
he would have come into contact with ladies of the Chinese gentry so it might be 
presumed that he is in fact using already accumulated knowledge and the 
observations that he has possibly made of the women of lower social status.  
 
The early descriptions of the bound feet established the characteristic tropes that 
were later on applied and exhaustively used in the Western representations of the 
bound feet in most of the subsequent missionary material, books, and travelogues 
that were published in extensive quantities during the nineteenth century. 
Already present in Barrow’s account are the persistent beliefs or what Patricia 
Buckley Ebrey has described as the dominant ways of framing footbinding (Ebrey 
1999: 11–25). Western authorities on China would commonly attempt to interpret 
the custom through generic categories, which gradually became very judgmental. 
At the beginning of the encounters these interpretations were rather benevolent, 
such as the Franciscan friar Odoric de Pordenone’s (1286–1331) description of 
footbinding as a custom of beautification. Odoric is the first known European to 
mention the custom as a gendered form of bodily modification: 
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“…with the women the great beauty is to have little feet; and for this 
reason mothers are accustomed, as soon as girls are born to them, to 
swathe their feet tightly so that they can never grow in the least.” 
(Quoted in Ebrey 1999: 5). 
 
To Odoric, the custom of binding the feet was simply a curiosity from a faraway 
land that he chose to describe in the form of an anecdote that would entertain the 
reader. This pattern was subsequently copied by later writers, even by those 
which had not even travelled in China. In fact, it seems that the whole human body 
was at this point perceived in analogical terms, which attests to the tendency to 
find likeness in the humanity perceived as one. Europeans had certainly been 
aware of the Chinese fascination for small feet beginning from the early-
thirteenth-century encounters with the Middle Kingdom and the descriptions of 
the Chinese and their attire were certainly framed in terms of how they resembled 
the Western counterparts. From the eighteenth century and particularly 
nineteenth century, however, the seed of doubt had been planted on the essential 
sameness of human beings and, instead of unity, the search for differences had 
commenced.27 
 
Given that the custom of footbinding was practiced solely by women, it became 
logical to associate it with fashion and to try to comprehend it through an 
                                                             
27 Discontented voices can already be encountered criticizing the despotic system of China in 
Charles Louis de Secondat Montesquieu’s (1689–1755) The Spirit of the Laws published in 1748. 
Montesquieu discarded the early Jesuit missionary characterization of China as an admirable 
country and instead referred to Baron George Anson (1697–1762) as a reliable witness on the 
affairs of China, a despotic empire, which he concluded, was ruled by fear. Similarly, Voltaire 
(1694–1778) as well got over his China infatuation and followed Montesquieu’s critique, claiming 




understandable frame of explanation, especially when it could be compared to a 
similar Western bodily custom as wearing a corset. Quite early on the European 
travelers also linked women’s invisibility in the public sphere to the possibly most 
relentless argument made on footbinding, the assumption that binding was 
invented to keep women immobile and secluded (Ebrey 1999: 16). It seems that 
this and the subsequent interpretations of footbinding as an imposed deformity or 
the perverted outcome of ‘Oriental jealousy’ that reduced women to the status of 
victims of men’s whims, all had a common origin in the shifted attitudes of the 
Western powers toward the empire of China.  
 
As Patricia Ebrey has noted in her article Shifting Western Interpretations of 
Footbinding, explaining the custom of footbinding was not an easy task for 
foreigners who increasingly came into contact with the Chinese culture and felt 
the need to generate more detailed information (Ebrey 1999). What eventually got 
published and added to the early growing body of knowledge on binding was 
mostly sourced from older texts written by men who had either lived in China or 
had used Chinese male informants in gathering information of a custom that was 
scarcely mentioned due to gender proprieties (Ebrey 1999: 26). Old presumptions 
were thus recycled and the errors only strengthened the familiar stereotypes of 
footbinding that are still strongly present in descriptions of the tradition. 
According to Ebrey, these include the erroneous assumption that binding was 
initiated at birth, that only upper-class women exercised binding, that the women 
willingly displayed bound feet to attract men, and finally that men had invented 




The fervent interest towards the ‘exotic’ custom of the bound feet, that captured 
the attention and imagination of the West, culminated even into exhibitions of 
bound-footed ladies and the small lotus shoes, which can be understood to have 
served as a representation of the ‘Orient’ as the imperialist dimension that could 
be displayed, viewed and controlled. Such exhibitions were put on display 
throughout the nineteenth century and even at the beginning of the twentieth 
century in various locations, like that of the London Grand Salon exhibition in 
1827, where viewers would get a chance to spectate a real pair of lotus shoes with 
the price of one shilling (Ch’en 1979: 40), or the display that was originally 
planned to showcase bound-footed women as a representation of premodern 
Chinese customs at Osaka exhibition in 1903 (Judge 2008: 193).28  
 
Foreign powers were not slow in pronouncing their judgment in regards to the 
bodily modification, yet footbinding certainly captivated West’s attention and 
imagination from the very first encounter. Judging from the various 
interpretations and inaccurate information that were and still are attached to 
footbinding, the custom seems to have been and continues to be a multi-faceted 




                                                             
28 The Chinese community in Japan and abroad objected the intention to exhibit several bound-
footed women, one even smoking an opium pipe, as symbols of the Chinese ‘race’ juxtaposed with 
the modern achievements in Japan’s technology. Eventually the plans were cancelled but the 
display was somewhat modified to exhibit the indigenous customs of Taiwan complete with 




5.2 Exposing and Uncovering the Golden Lotus 
The allure and wonder of the ‘exotic’ Chinese culture and its strange habits were 
very tangible all the way through to the eighteenth century, until the views on 
China and its people gradually altered with the changing political atmosphere. The 
change in Sino-Western relations is often located to the decades after 1728 when 
the Yongzheng emperor (r. 1722–1735) banned missionary activities in China 
(Finnane 2008: 19). What were previously curious customs turned into sharp 
contrasts when viewed from the perspective of a rising imperialistic attitudes. 
 
A particularly resilient argument of footbinding as a submissive bodily practice 
that was invented by men and coerced on Chinese women to keep them indoors 
started to circulate in the West during the eighteenth century and seems to have 
endured to present day. Prior to these developments, footbinding had been 
regarded as an object of mild interest since it was originally placed to the realm of 
fashion, but as the encounters between Europeans and Chinese grew frequent and 
the experiences turned rather unfavorable, foreigners started to view Chinese 
culture distinctively different and Oriental in nature. Edward Said conceptualized 
Orientalism as a Western representation of knowledge that constructed an 
inferior East through polarities in which the West became rational and moral 
while the misrepresented East was characterized as irrational, exotic, despotic, 
and heathen (Said 1995). This unilateral view of the East was ultimately meant to 
legitimize West’s power over the Orient and to justify colonial intervention.  
 
Hence, the knowledge on footbinding was equally partial and often the Europeans 
connected the practice with Oriental jealousy, which was seen as an irrational act 
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especially towards women. Similarly, female segregation and polygamy were 
considered to be signs of cultural and social inferiority, and the image of the frail 
bound-foot woman especially conveyed the impression of a hapless and disfigured 
victim succumbed under the tyranny of Oriental men. Such generalization had a 
symbolic importance as the stereotypes continued to live in the collective 
subliminal mind of the West and secured a superior self-image. 
 
The Orientalized female body had its usage in these constructions of imperial 
identities and power relations as a powerful object on display, one that could be 
observed, analyzed, and utilized. Chinese women’s dress, shoes, and the overall 
physicality acquired particular significance in the imperialist debates: the Oriental 
woman, too feeble to even stand on her own, was relegated to the stagnated 
premodern times and she was denied any agency in her present state as a victim 
of patriarchal injustice. Forcibly bound and disfigured in childhood, sold as a bride 
to a loveless marriage, or worse, outright infanticide, loomed as the Oriental evils 
in the imaginations of Westerners. Late-nineteenth-century Western audience 
became familiar with the Chinese woman’s body especially through such novel 
mediums as photography and x-ray pictures, which revealed a veritable “spectacle 






FIGURE 4. “Un Pied de Chinoise”, postcards such as this were popular souvenirs. This particular 
one is most risqué, exposing the bare foot instead of generic displays of the Chinese women 
displaying bound feet. Unknown photographer. Source: Vietbao 
 
Early European renderings of bound-footed women were popularized at the end 
of the eighteenth century and had a relatively mild impact, although some of these 
illustrations contained comparisons of bound feet naked and covered. Often only 
the feet were depicted, as if to portray through a fragment the entire female body 
or the Chinese culture (see figure 4). In actuality, such fragment did indeed 
captivate the curiosity of the scientific world of the nineteenth century as The 
Royal Society of London received in 1829 a meticulously written report on a 
specimen of a Chinese woman’s foot that had been shipped from Canton (present 




The study was written by the British surgeon Bransby Blake Cooper (1792–1853), 
who obtained the sample from his brother and had never even travelled to China. 
Still, he could rely on previously collected information on China and bound feet  as 
he analyzed the detached foot in familiar constructions  pronouncing the foot to be 
a ‘hideous deformity’ and an ‘evil consequence of an unnatural custom’ (Cooper 
1829). Concerted interpretations of footbinding as imposed deformity that 
crippled women were reached in the atmosphere of the nineteenth century 
advancements made in scientific medicine that enabled the Western world to 
observe the Chinese through the detached language of science (Ebrey 1999: 18–
20). Cooper concentrated in true scientific manner to define the details of the 
anatomical deformations of the foot, yet briefly noting the possible origins of the 
practice to be either ‘oriental jealousy’ or an unnatural taste in beauty (Cooper 
1829: 255). He concluded the report by commenting on how the woman must 
have found standing and walking an arduous task, a popular statement that was 
used by other Western surgeons and physicians as well (Ebrey 1999: 19). 
 
Apart from the textual references, the nineteenth century photographic 
illustrations opened a very different world to the custom, emphasizing the 
concrete corporeality of the bound feet. If possible, the photographs of mostly 
unknown Chinese women who were willing to display their bound feet were even 
more descriptive to the Western audience than the previous drawings, sketches, 
and meticulous medical definitions. The photographs that documented the naked 
foot, without the layers of bindings and embroidery, must have been initially 
captivating, even shocking to the viewers. Thus, photography did more than 
simply documented the life and customs of the Chinese; it was also used as an 
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imperialist medium to classify, conceptualize, and visualize the profound 
differences and inequalities the observer found in the observed (Lewis 2004: 
209). Through photographs particularly, the European authorities constructed the 
image of the Chinese women as an Orientalized body that was lodged in the past 
by the oppressive custom of footbinding, allegedly imposed by men, and 
sanctioned their intervention and colonization of the feminine Other. The female 
body represented a concrete object that specifically needed to be rescued and 
delivered to the realm of modernity and Christianity.   
 
When the celebrated Scottish photographer John Thomson (1837–1921)29 
captured the bare feet of an Amoy30 woman, otherwise fully dressed, he gave her 
the nameless identity of a Chinese lady, which affirmed that for the Western eye 
the custom in actuality seemed universal to all Chinese women. Thomson added a 
description to the photograph in his Illustrations of China and Its People, stating 
that he regarded this particular piece as one of the most interesting ones in his 
collection (Thomson 1873: 81). He even included the story of how he managed 
finally to bribe the woman, after a long search, to reveal her feet to him.  The 
photographic lens acted as a powerful representer that brought the deformity and 
narration of pain inflicted on female body one step closer, revealing and exposing 
the feminine corporeality in its full rawness (Ko 2006: 231–232). What had 
hitherto been a somewhat invisible Chinese female body, secured from the view of 
the foreigners, began to emerge by the 1870s with the help of the growing 
                                                             
29 Thomson stayed in China during 1868–1872. Illustrations of China and Its People was first 
published in 1874 (Ko 2006: 231). 
30 Present-day city of Xiamen on the southeastern coast of China. One of the treaty ports opened to 
foreign trade after the First Opium War (1839–1842).  
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presence of European and American professional photographers operating from 
their China-based studios and providing iconic images of Chinese women to the 
ever-curious Western audiences (Ko 2006: 225). 
 
Photographs, such as Thomson’s The Small Foot of a Chinese Lady (see figure 5), 
are truly interesting pieces that would deserve a study of their own, but suffice it 
to say that as soon as these powerful images, along with body of knowledge that 
had been circling in the West on footbinding, merged with the growing judgmental 
discourse initiated by the missionaries operating in China, the foot-bound body of 
the Chinese woman was established as the definitive symbol of an inferior and a 
backward culture.  
 
 
FIGURE 5. “The Small Foot of a Chinese Lady”. Photographer John Thomson. Source: Illustrations of 




Between the decades of 1860 and 1910, footbinding emerged as the target of 
global scrutiny, during which the Westerners also began to critique the custom 
that had been previously presented as characteristically Chinese curiosity. Visual 
representations such as Thomson’s Illustrations had a profound impact on the 
Western attitudes towards China and its people. When missionaries and other 
China travelers produced accounts of their experiences in China in growing 
quantities during the nineteenth century, not many failed to neither mention nor 
describe in length the practice of footbinding.  
 
In China as well, footbinding’s cultural value plummeted decisively after it became 
globally exposed and examined. The prestige of the custom had been originally 
constructed by the long tradition of lyrical allusions and mystical tales of beautiful 
quasi-human maidens that were instrumental in concealing the raw bodily 
experience in a distinctly similar fashion as the layers of cloth and embroidery 
covered the flesh underneath, redirecting the gaze and granting the gilded lilies its 
high cultural and social status. As a sign of the level of Chinese civilization, the 
institution of footbinding became an obvious target for the international judgment 
that most profoundly influenced the early Chinese reformists and echoed in their 
opinions and discourses of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  
 
Although the prevailing opinion on footbinding in the West was indeed one of 
denunciation, cultural relativism was paradoxically one of the aspects that 
emerged during the nineteenth century. Although many Western observers of 
China agreed that the level of civilization in China had stagnated or even regressed 
to semi-barbarous state, some still found similarity between the practices of 
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corseting and footbinding. Cultural relativism was most often used in connection 
with women, for example the American Reverend Justus Doolittle (1824–1880) 
considered that the Western fashion of wearing crinolines was comparable to 
binding ones feet (Finnane 2008: 32). 
 
Indeed, commentaries approached Chinese men and women in a different tone: 
women received comments of sympathy but in the depiction of men mockery and 
effeminizing was often present. The female dress was commonly complemented 
by Western men and women alike for being comfortable and modest in 
comparison with the European dress and corset (Finnane 2008: 35–40). 
Curiously, bound feet were in most cases recognized as the fault of the Chinese 
culture, not in any way connected to women’s own agency.  
 
5.3 Missionary Antagonism against Footbinding 
Although early nineteenth century Christian missionaries had very constrained 
opportunities in proselytizing Chinese, by the end of the century these men and 
women of mostly European or American origin and from a variety of 
denominations had emerged as the most influential foreign advocates against 
footbinding. In the beginning the activities of the missionaries were limited to the 
treaty ports located mostly along the eastern coast of China31, which greatly 
contributed to the fact that these evangelists failed to have a substantial impact on 
                                                             
31 According to Colin Mackerras, missionaries had succeeded by 1840 to convert under a hundred 
Chinese (Mackerras 1999: 42), while another source states that by 1860 there were only 66 
converts (Hunter 1984: 6). At this particular period, missionary work was allowed in five coastal 
treaty port cities which were Fuzhou, Ningbo, Shanghai, Xiamen, and Guangzhou. 
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China until the interior of the empire was accessible to the proselytizing work, 
after the Opium War treaties had been fully ratified by the Chinese in 1860.  
 
Women missionaries were particularly instrumental in the abolition work as they 
were able to obtain an invitation to the strictly female-exclusive inner quarters 
and thus became also increasingly informed on the custom of binding. The treaty 
port proselytizing had been originally an all-male effort, which meant that due to 
the fact that the Chinese women remained segregated, the male missionaries 
could not easily communicate with the women. However, the Reverend John 
Macgowan (1842–1951) is often credited with establishing the first anti-
footbinding society in the southern treaty port of Amoy (present day Xiamen) in 
1875, which he named The Heavenly Foot Society, referring to the natural, ‘God-
give’, state of the feet also known by the term tianzu. 
 
Macgowan describes in his account of How England Saved China how he first came 
across the custom as the neighbor’s daughter cried in pain inflicted by the binding, 
and the mother, according to Macgowan, answered as if uttering out a prophecy 
that“…Footbinding is the evil fortune that we inherit from the past, that our fathers 
have handed down to us, and no one in all this wide empire of ours can bring us 
deliverance.” If left unbound, the daughter’s future would be bleak, the mother 
assured, adding that her daughter would then be laughed at and taken for a slave 
girl. Quite likely the mother was speaking with words that conveniently advanced 
the Reverend’s cause and justified his Christian actions (Macgowan 1913: 23–27). 
Reverend Macgowan was adamant in assuring his readers that the meeting, 
inspired by a divine revelation, was nothing short of a triumph where he recruited 
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nine Chinese women to propagate the anti-footbinding message at home and 
beyond. However, the anti-footbinding society of Amoy operated on a limited 
platform among the Chinese converts and not much is known about its actual 
influence. 
 
According to Jane Hunter, the female missionaries initially hesitated to interfere 
with the custom of footbinding as they were genuinely concerned with loosing 
potential converts, opting instead to simply tolerate what they perceived as an 
unchangeable tradition (Hunter 1984: 22). Yet, even though these women might 
have been at first reluctant to take action against binding, they were active in the 
creation of information on the perils of binding and its ‘barbaric’ nature.  
 
One missionary woman particularly, the American Adele M. Fielde (1839–1916), 
made a substantial impact on the knowledge of footbinding with her twenty-year 
career dedicated to humanitarian Baptist work among the Chinese women of the 
southeastern coastal city of Shantou. Fielde is one of the first missionary women 
to devote considerable space to the descriptions of women’s overall conditions in 
China, giving special attention to the custom of footbinding in her Pagoda Shadows 
published in 1887.  
 
Unexceptionally, she concurs with the prevailing Western attitudes toward 
footbinding and uses familiar expressions in describing the custom in unfavorable 
tone. Her descriptions of the custom itself and the methods used in the process of 
binding were probably one of the first detailed portrayals made available for the 
Western audience of the custom to which she dedicated a whole chapter. Fielde 
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refers to the bound-footed ladies as victims and describes in length the 
repercussions inflicted on the body by binding, not just physical hindrances but 
also the limitations to the life of women in general: 
 
“The evils that accrue from this custom are very great. It makes cripples 
of nearly half the population, and adds immensely to the misery of the 
poverty-stricken multitudes. It disables women from supporting 
themselves and from caring their children, and is one of the causes of 
the great prevalence of infanticide. It renders women too weak to keep 
their houses clean, and makes their homes filthy and cheerless. It 
incapacitates woman for travelling, and keeps her and her thoughts in 
the narrowest of spheres. Why any should follow so pernicious a 
practice is one of the mysteries of human perversity.” (Fielde 1887: 31–
32). 
To missionary women such as Adele M. Fielde, humanitarian work among the 
Chinese women was a calling that was seen as a duty to spread the teachings of 
Christianity and the divine message that contained the idea of hope and progress 
to the people who seemed to live in dire conditions. Especially women were seen 
the neediest of salvation in what were considered ‘heathen’ lands by the 
nineteenth century missionaries. Eradicating footbinding became an essential 
prerequisite for the religious and social emancipation of Chinese women 
specifically because altering the ‘God-given’ body was an arrogant assumption that 




While the opposition towards footbinding had gradually gathered momentum 
mainly within the Protestant missionary circles since as early as the 1840s 
(Drucker 1981: 183), the negative portrayals on the state of the Chinese women 
and the ‘oppressive’ tradition of binding began to spread on a global scale in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century with the missionaries acting as one of the 
major transmitters of these images. This vast quantity of information circulated 
Europe and America in the form of biographical narratives, which were a popular 
medium among missionaries in advancing and justifying the missionary cause. An 
extensive body of visually descriptive photographs and sketches accompanied 
these texts, some of them even exposing the bare feet of the women to the readers 
who were not left guessing the alleged poor conditions of the Chinese women or 
the horrors of footbinding. Such photographs were powerful mediums in the 
imperialistic endeavors of the West (See figure 6).   
 
 
FIGURE 6. “Bound Foot (Unbound)”. A Western woman supervising the unbinding of a woman’s 
foot. Photographed by Bishop William Charles White (1873–1960) in the late nineteenth or early 
twentieth century. Source: Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto. 
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Back in Europe and America, missionaries were considered heroic figures that 
were often featured in newspapers and magazines (Hunter 1984: 31). Women 
evangelists in particular received favorable attention and were popular guests at 
social functions in which they gave speeches and gathered sympathetic audience 
for their work among Chinese women. Indeed, missionary publications 
persistently kept alive the transnational discourse on footbinding and perpetuated 
an overall dismal image of the custom as ‘barbaric’, depicting the horrors of the 
practice inflicted upon young girls in great detail and employing emotional jargon 
that was designed to stir emotions. In this setting it became plausible and justified 
to carry on the missionary work to save the women of China from the alleged 
tyranny of the indigenous customs.  
 
Hunter has argued that the missionary women campaigned against binding first 
and foremost for tactical reasons, namely, to gain an access to the hearts and 
homes of the Chinese women (Hunter 1984: 175). Although advocating dramatic 
social changes might have been an effective way to gain converts, it is unlikely that 
this would have solely motivated these women. Missionary women, as well as 
other anti-footbinding campaigners, were quite possibly also inspired by a host of 
other reasons, such as philanthropy and humanitarian work. However, studying 
the motives of these men and women is challenging to say the least, mainly 
because of the imperialist overtones so clearly implicit in these themes. What 
clearly inspired these men and women was the belief in Christianity as the reason 
behind the elevated status of the Western women and in unequal levels of social 
development in which those that occupied the highest level were ordained to 
guide the rest of the humanity.  
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Whether the motive behind the struggle for Chinese women’s freedom was indeed 
to join the nations under one religion or merely to abolish the hindrances to 
missionary work in China, it remains certain that the advocating of new feminist 
ideology and equality between sexes was not intended in most of the cases. On the 
contrary, female missionary organizations were among the most conservative 
organizations, often seeking to promote the same domestic values to the Chinese 
women as what the American and European women lived by. Homemaking was 
considered to be the most important responsibility of a woman, along with child 
nurturing and education. Thus, women missionaries held a very similar view of 
the emerging new Chinese woman as most of the Chinese reformers did, albeit 
their particular vision included developing a good Christian character within a 
Christian body. 
 
Missionary women in China enjoyed something akin to gender equality in their 
dealings with the Chinese and especially with the men who were stereotypically 
seen as less masculine than his Western counterpart due to physically smaller 
stature and lack of facial hair. Westerners would often express their difficulty to 
differentiate Chinese men from women as the gender distinction seemed to 
depend upon such physical traits as the long queue worn by men or bound feet 
(Hunter 1984: 204). This naïve racism, as Jane Hunter aptly calls it, further 
enforced the sense of belonging to a privileged class which often resulted in 
belittling the Chinese. 
 
The initial stage in the missionary-led campaigning against footbinding was 
characterized by slow changes achieved through personal relations between the 
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missionary women and the Chinese converts. Women missionaries, who could 
much easily approach Chinese women, were initially most prominent in anti-
footbinding campaigning. They would pressure the families of young girls to 
unbind or refer from binding by denying the daughter’s entry to church-run 
schools which were the only modern educational institutes before the 
establishment of indigenous schools. Financial and other help was also offered to 
those who resisted their parents’ marital wishes. 
 
The success of the early missionary-led anti-footbinding campaigning was a result 
of incessant and pragmatic argumentations which ultimately demonstrated to the 
Chinese reformists and nationalists the benefits that would follow the abolition of 
the custom, that is, benefits that would first and foremost strengthen Chinese 
sovereignty and equilibrate the international stance of China. Western women’s 
active and visible role was seen as an example of the West’s accomplishments 
brought by the progressive and egalitarian ideology.  
 
 
5.4. Orientalizing Bound Feet: Mrs. Little and the Imperialist Philanthropy   
Along with missionaries, the West’s imperialist encroachment to assert power 
over colonies brought a whole host of various European and American men and 
women to China. Current scholarship has especially shed light to the instrumental 
role of European women in reinforcing the image of the ‘Oriental woman’ as 
passive victims of male tyranny (McEwan 2000, Lewis 1996, Abrams 2002). Lynn 
Abrams has noted that the colonies offered these women, who were mostly 
middle-class wives of colonial administrators and merchants or independent 
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teachers, doctors and nurses, a domain of philanthropist work, that was a gender 
appropriate extension of the Victorian domestic caretaker role (Abrams 2002: 
243–244). Those who were actively involved in colonial constructions and 
Orientalizing discourses of the Other, often felt obliged to help the indigenous 
women as they found themselves empowered by the sense of being privileged 
members of a ‘superior race’ (Abrams 2002: 243).  
 
Although proselytizing offered ample possibilities for the campaigning against the 
custom of footbinding, there were also few humanitarian and feminist activists 
who preferred to engage in anti-footbinding work outside of the religious context. 
The British Alicia Bewicke Little (1845–1926), also known as Mrs. Archibald Little, 
is perhaps the most prominent Western woman who co-founded in 1895 The 
Natural Foot Society with several other European women. The society became one 
of the most successful foreign-operated anti-footbinding societies in China, 
although at the beginning it was questioned whether the association could have 
any impact on abolishing an age-old custom rooted so deeply in the Chinese 
society and whether it was, indeed, even proper for foreigners to embark on such 
a quest. She remained the president and organizing secretary of the society until 
her return to England in 1906.  
 
Already in her early adolescence Mrs. Little showed keen interest in the status of 
Victorian women and particularly in their limited social and political leverage in 
the society (Croll 1989: 24–25). With an avid devotion to issues of women, it is not 
difficult to see why Mrs. Little became involved in the anti-footbinding movement 
after she married and moved to China in 1887 with her husband, the British 
90 
 
merchant Archibald Little (1838–1908). In her first non-fictional work on China, 
Intimate China, Mrs. Little focused her observing eye on the private and the 
protected side of the Chinese life – the family, and in particular, the fate of the little 
girls who seemed to receive her deepest sympathies as she meticulously described 
the ‘melancholic spectacle of girlhood’, or the first binding experience, and 
portrayed their suffering, lending her relentless gaze for the reader to observe the 
‘horrors’ of binding: 
 
“Instead of a hop, skip, and a jump, with rosy cheeks like the little girls 
of England, the poor little things are leaning heavily on a stick 
somewhat taller than themselves, or carried on a man’s back, or sitting 
sadly crying. They have great black lines under their eyes, and a special 
curious paleness that I have never seen except in connection with 
footbinding. Their mothers mostly sleep with a big stick by the bedside, 
with which to get up and beat the little girl should she disturb the 
household with her wails; but not uncommonly she is put to sleep in an 
outhouse. The only relief she gets is either from opium, of from hanging 
her feet over the edge of her wooden bedstead, so as to stop the 
circulation.” (Little 1899: 139–140). 
 
Her writing on footbinding was commonly framed by the popular trope of pain 
inflicted on children that had become a prevalent construction to justify the 
criticism toward and the actions against the custom among Western writers, 
particularly women, during the nineteenth century (Ebrey 1999: 21–24).  These 
generic narrations were employed by both religious and secular writers, who 
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aimed at emotional persuasion that ultimately turned the international opinion 
severely against footbinding.32 Furthermore, Angela Zito has argued that this 
European curiosity towards footbinding largely limited the Western view on 
Chinese women to a reductionist image of women as mere bodies, that are rather 
done to than agents acting on their own will (Zito 2007: 2). Similarly, Alicia Little 
seemed to evaluate Chinese women through their corporeality, which she 
construed as an image of pain and victimization inflicted by mothers but 
essentially being the cause of male preference. She received ample support for her 
views from various medical testimonies by Western physicians who had first-hand 
knowledge of severe cases of gangrene and even deaths due to bound feet. The 
superior scientific knowledge possessed by Western doctors acts as a powerful 
medium in the construction of bound feet as an ‘unhygienic’ and an ‘unnatural’ 
custom that, according to Mrs. Little, caused pain and were liable to disease from 
the moment of the first binding until death, affecting also the fetus (Little 1899: 
143–144). 
 
While Mrs. Little adamantly spoke in her writings against succumbing to Western 
projections of male Orientalism in forms of stereotypical assumptions and 
ethnocentric attitudes concerning the Chinese and their customs, she however 
subscribed herself to a feminized version of Orientalism in her depictions of 
                                                             
32 In a Fuzhou meeting, Mrs. Little was asked to persuade a mother to stop binding her daughter’s 
feet. The girl had become too weak due to footbinding and according to Mrs. Little suffered to such 
an extent that unbinding seemed the last option to save the life of the child. Kneeling down to 
loosen the bindings, she describes very emotionally the encounter that to her became the most 
defining moment of inspiration to continue her anti-footbinding work to end the custom “that has 
been more than so many children can endure, and that must have saturated so many childish souls 





Chinese women and their bound-foot bodies (Thurin 1999: 165).  Mrs. Little found 
nothing appealing in what she labeled as ‘hideous goatlike feet Chinamen so 
strangely admire’ (Little 1899: 135). Having travelled and witnessed how wide-
spread the custom was and what physiological causes it had, Mrs. Little was 
determined that it was the prerogative of the Western woman to mobilize and 
reconfigure the body of the women of China, or in her words, to ‘set [the bound-
footed women] on their feet again’ (Little 1899: 163). To her, it was a 
humanitarian act that involved the helping of innocent children, but on the other 
had her actions can also be seen as ‘civilizing’ work or imposing colonial order on 
the feminine bodies (Abrams 2002: 244).  
 
Although Mrs. Little acknowledged the important work that missionaries carried 
amongst the Chinese, and especially in the struggle against footbinding, she 
preferred that the newly established organization would remain neutral and 
unimplicated by any missionary affiliation. This was, first and foremost, meant to 
secure audience for the cause and to prevent the Chinese members of the society 
from becoming the target of anti-Christian and anti-foreign attacks.33 Previous 
missionary attempts on abolishing footbinding had taken place side by side with 
missionary work, which so far had lacked proper organization and vigor. Mrs. 
Little sought to establish an umbrella organization that would target high status 
men and their wives, the officials and rich merchants of the cities and towns, 
whom she recognized as the leaders of the Chinese society and the source of 
                                                             
33 Missionary activity in China was tainted by rumors spread by local elites who accused foreign 
missionaries of barbarism and even occultism as a part of their anti-foreign activities: in 1870, for 
example, a French Catholic orphanage was blamed for murdering children for medicinal and ritual 
purposes (Rowe 2009: 221). 
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emulation. Gaining support from selected male members of the literati was 
essential for the success of the society.34 
 
The approach needed to originate from a neutral standpoint because the subject at 
hand was one of most delicate and improper as the connotations attached to the 
bound feet as an object of male admiration alone rendered the topic a risqué 
subject. In order to attract the attention of the elite families and to ensure the 
respectability of the endeavor in the eyes of the Chinese, the campaign material 
was published in classical Chinese.  
 
Facing these obstacles the society organized a South China tour in 1899 with Mrs. 
Little as the key speaker. Anti-footbinding meetings were held in major cities in 
order to gain support from the officials and the elite, and ultimately to establish 
local branches. In these meetings she gave speeches with the help of an 
interpreter and she would also have with her demonstrations of support from 
high-ranking officials, leaflets for distribution and other visual aids to 
demonstrate the effects of binding to the female body. Mrs. Little describes, for 
example, how in one of the meetings the audience was introduced to the harms of 
binding through an India rubber pipe that mimicked the human circulatory 
system and how this utterly novel way of examining the human body left the 
audience in awe (Little 1899: 152).  
 
                                                             
34 Elite men who supported the anti-footbinding cause contributed by writing anti-footbinding 
tracts and placards, which the society could then publish and display at the meetings, but they 




It seems however that men were more active in forming local anti-footbinding 
societies while women tended to pledge individually to either personally loosen 
bindings or refer from binding their daughters’ feet. There are entries in The Land 
of the Blue Gown that recall the collective enthusiasm after the society’s meetings 
and willingness to actively promote the abolition – all by male groups (Little 1902: 
363). This can be attributed to the dynamics of gender segregation in which the 
public activities were traditionally sanctioned to men while women’s presence in 
the public sphere posed a threat to their feminine integrity.  
 
Gaining the support of the elite families was accompanied by further success when 
in 1902 the Empress Dowager Ci Xi (1835–1908) issued a decree that advocated 
the abolition of the custom.35 By 1908 the society had succeeded in establishing its 
leverage on the issue of footbinding and the lead of the operations were taken 
over by a committee composed of Chinese women (Drucker 1981: 191). Its role 
remained active in the abolition work although by this time the indigenous 
campaigning had also brought positive results: a great majority of the Chinese 
political and intellectual elite had publicly denounced the custom and in larger 





                                                             
35 The Natural Foot Society had already in 1896 approached the court with an official memorial 






The Republican government, established in 1912, faced high national and 
international expectations as it asserted its willingness to eradicate the custom of 
footbinding by issuing a national ban on binding. Ultimately the motivation behind 
the prohibition remained the same as it had been at the turn of the twentieth 
century: the national shame caused by the image of the bound-footed female body 
had to be erased in favor of the new nation that was embodied by able-bodied 
mothers of citizens. As Carrie Chapman Catt (1859–1947) noticed on her tour of 
the Chinese cities during the same year the Republic had been established, change 
had taken place among the urban dwellers, albeit the shift had mainly emerged 
through the voluntary social movements headed by Chinese reformers and 
foreigners active in the anti-footbinding work. 
 
Indeed, governmental involvement in the prohibition of footbinding had 
commonly met with little success as is evident from the series of bans the Manchu 
regime induced from the outset of its rule in the seventeenth century to the last 
act of prohibition in 1902. The Republic’s encroachment on the female 
corporeality was, like the previous proclamations, ineffective, as the short-lived 
government disintegrated into regional warlord-led regimes in 1916. The 
provincial leaders now took over the anti-footbinding work and sought to mold a 
modern body politic through local campaigns that criminalized footbinding (Ko 
2007: 53).  
 
Far from being over, the discourses on footbinding are still very much alive. One of 
the aims of this thesis has been to point out the historical framings and dynamics 
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of the national and international discourses that centered on the female body and 
helped to construct parallel representations of Chinese femininity through the 
bound/unbound corporealities. Particularly after Western missionaries secured 
entrance to China after 1860, the empire became an object of heightened 
international attention and scrutiny. Footbinding especially received unfavorable 
attention from the foreign nations because social progress was seen to correlate 
with the status of women. Westerners were convinced that footbinding 
represented China’s weakened civilization and this in turn revealed how 
‘uncivilized’ Chinese culture truly was. For the missionaries and the other anti-
footbinding activists, the generic Chinese woman was a domain of colonial power 
and a justification for the secular and religious civilizing missions. According to 
Yuxin Ma, these two seemingly opposite groups in fact shared a common view on 
Chinese women as ignorant and oppressed, and in dire need of intervention (Ma 
2010: 9).  
 
As an indication to its enduring nature, a simple search can be carried out online 
to discover the extent of Western media coverage the custom of binding has 
accumulated. An outright trend has emerged within the last few years of reports 
and articles documenting the final extinction of footbinding, that portray elderly 
ladies as the last embodiments and remnant of a ‘malicious’ custom. Complete 
with exposing portrayals of unbound feet and the small shoes, these articles 
resemble greatly the nineteenth and twentieth century Western portrayals of 
bound-footed women in the black-and-white photographs. The messages that 
these stories often convey are generic in nature: in a remote village, far from the 
modern cities, somebody still binds, and the practice, like a relic of the past, still 
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endures as a sign of an exotic Oriental culture. In fact, I see that the current 
discourses on footbinding are very similar to the turn-of-the-twentieth-century 
Western and Chinese representations of bound-footed bodies. 
 
In China, the discourse on footbinding continues to be framed within the same 
historical context initiated by the late nineteenth century reformers of consigning 
bound feet and especially the evidence of binding to the past. Although the 
dynamics of the custom have profoundly shifted due to the fact that there are 
nowadays only a few women who have bound feet, it seems that the official 
rhetoric continues to label footbinding as a ‘feudal’ custom. This has firmly 
relegated footbinding to the realm of antiquity and premodernity, and to the time 
before male and female bodies were emancipated through androgynous uniforms 
of the Communist era. In 1919 Mao Zedong (1893–1976) noted the fundamental 
sameness of the gendered bodies and criticized the fact how women had to endure 
oppression through traditional garments and accoutrements. He attacked the 
“messy skirts” and “awkward hairstyles” as unnecessary torture, and deemed the 
binding of feet as a form of corporal punishment, all completely superfluous to his 
utilitarian view of the human body as a medium of the great Communist cause 
(Finnane 1996: 120).  
 
The definitive end of the practice of footbinding is as hard to define as its 
beginning, although Western media remains adamant of having the prerogative of 
discerning that the end is indeed at hand. The last official case of reported anti-
footbinding campaigning occurred in 1957 in Yunnan, a province at the farthest 
southwestern corner of China that shares a boarder with Vietnam, Laos, and 
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Burma. In this rendering of history, the People’s Liberation Army acted as the 
redeemer of female bodies by setting up road blocks and coercing the unbinding 
of girls’ feet (Ko 2008: 11). In the general official history of the continual progress 
lead by the Communist regime, the eradication of footbinding was one success 
story among others. Similarly, exhibiting the custom and the lotus shoes in a 
number of museums partakes concretely in this official rhetoric of footbinding as a 
custom effectively erased.36 
 
Without its context, the female body, a pair of lotus shoes is indeed meaningless. 
Its significance at its current milieu is only the image that the gilded lilies still hold 
on our collective mind as the ultimate symbol and representation of women’s 
oppression. But even this is an overtly simplistic and constructed meaning that 
endures only through constant repetition, as stereotypes regularly do. Following 
the analysis made of footbinding’s raison d’etre, we have seen that binding 
developed as an aesthetical preference of petite feet which was originally linked to 
feminine beauty and nobility. As a fashion statement, it gradually developed into a 
culturally valued bodily regime, becoming an inseparable part of feminine 
identity. Producing a gendered body through individual effort, the practice 
adjusted to the changes in fashion and proved its fluidity through regional 
variations.  
 
As a definitive sign of the power of footbinding’s subliminal cultural value, it 
surfaced in national and transnational debates as a common ground of 
contestations. The female body was essentially equated with the future and 
                                                             
36 Museums dedicated to footbinding can be found for example in Wuzhen and Shanghai. 
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destiny of China that seemed to be similarly hobbling and tottering out of balance 
and trying to stable its presence on the international domain as the imagined 
Chinese woman of the imperial past. Bound feet were simultaneously represented 
as the sign of the patriarchal victimization of women as a generic collective and as 
the possibility of an awaiting downfall of China’s sovereignty to the hands of the 
imperialist nations of the West which seemed to be lurking in the unknown and in 
many ways ambiguous future. Without extensive social and cultural changes, 
which evidently included the corporeal emancipation of women, the Chinese 
nation would remain in its ‘stagnated and outdated’ state to which it had slipped 
from its former glory of the Song and Ming dynasties, when China was still 
regarded as the center of civilization by its people, and the golden lotus feet 
enjoyed the highest possible cultural prestige as the marker of civility and beauty.  
 
Although the reformists went to great lengths in trying to create a rupture 
between the traditional womanhood and the collective project known as new 
womanhood, it should not be assumed that these two constructed categories were 
in any way direct opposites. Within official rhetoric they were likened to the past 
and the future of China respectively, and thus construed as each other’s polar 
opposites, but as the modern woman emerged, the traditional virtues of 
womanhood still remained. This dichotomy ultimately secured the nascence of a 
modern age and with it, as symbolic as she may be, the new woman received her 
empowerment as she appeared time and again on writings and debates. With each 
time she was mentioned as a welcomed comparison and a vanguard of modernity, 
she became a similarly constructed figure as her backwardly predecessor hidden 
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